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THOMAS CHARLES BEIRNE
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PREFACE
A. A. Milne, in his introduction to “It’s Too Late 
Now,’* says: “When I read the biography of a well- 
known man, I find that it is the first half of it which 
holds my attention. I watch with fascinated surprise 
the baby, finger in mouth, grow into the politician, 
tongue in cheek.’’
In this short sketch of Thomas Charles Beirne we 
see the surprising rise to wealth and position of a young 
Irish boy, a boy entirely without the advantages of 
wealth or influence.
In presenting this short record of my father’s life, 
my part in the narrative has been very small.
I have kept as far as possible to his own words in 
this story of his early struggles and later success and 
have presented it practically all just as he has written 
it, in the summer of his 86th year.
To those who know him well, the style of his 
writing in these pages will recall him vividly. For myself 
even his tone of voice is heard, as I read again what 
he has written here. His vision is clear as he looks 
back over a long and interesting life.
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CHAPTER I
I was born in the village of Ballymacurley, Co. 
Roscommon, Ireland, on July 9, 1860—the third child 
of a family of eight. My parents—John Beirne and 
Catherine (Kitty) Callaghan—were of the small farmer 
class. I was called Thomas after my paternal grand­
father, whose pet name was “Long Tom” because of 
his great height .... he was considerably over 6 feet.
My father and mother were married very young 
.... my mother was only sixteen and my father was 
twenty-four. It was unusual for Irish people in those 
days to get married so young—because families were 
large and farms were small, and there was a limit to 
what could be done by subdividing. But, in the same 
village and not far away, my father had an uncle— 
also called John—who was married to Kitty Dignan. 
They had a nice little farm—but no family—so it was 
decided between them that one should invite her niece 
(Kitty Callaghan), and the other should invite his 
nephew (John Beirne) to stay with them. If a match 
ensued, they—the young couple—would succeed to the 
house and farm .... and so it turned out.
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Ball3anacurley is about seven miles from the town 
of Roscommon, due north towards Strokestown, out on 
the great plains, which extend from the town of Boyle 
in the North to a little south of the town of Roscom­
mon. This plain is supposed to contain some of the 
richest grazing land in Ireland. It also includes 
marshy land and bog, principally along the banks of 
the River Suck, and the River Shannon. This plain is 
not uninteresting, as it is broken occasionally by low 
heights which in some places attain an elevation of 
over 800 feet. From these heights there are magnificent 
views of the green plains, the white-washed cottages 
of the farmers, and the various small lakes which are 
formed by the rivers which wind their way through 
the County, making a picture that, once seen, will be 
always remembered.
The principal Industry is the grazing of cattle and 
sheep. Crops raised are usually for home consumption, 
and winter feed for stock. Then there is the matter 
of fuel. This is mostly turf. The farmer acquires the 
right to cut his own turf, using a slane, which cuts 
the turf about the size and shape of a brick. This is 
spread out to dry and later is carted home and stacked 
for winter warmth.
In my young days I had always plenty of good 
wholesome food to eat, chiefly potatoes with milk 
and butter one part of the year, and Stirabout (or 
what we in Australia call porridge) the other part of 
the year. We also occasionally had home-made cakes. 
Beef or mutton we might get a taste of once in five 
years, but bacon and cabbage appeared on the table 
more frequently. At that time very few of the people
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around us could read or write—hence the demand and 
the great welcome for the professional story-teller.
Our home being out on the plains was very cold in 
Winter. Our school, the Franciscan Monastery, was 
about a mile away, and getting there was a problem in 
the winter months. It was a matter of running from 
ditch to ditch, having a spell to get your wind for the 
next rush. In Ireland the fences are ditches. These are 
built in order to protect the stock in winter, and they 
came in handy for little boys going to school. In 
winter each boy brought a sod of turf for the school 
fire. The monastery was a big stone building. The 
monks had a large tract of land, and went in extensively 
for farming and stock raising, as well as teaching. 
To this school I was sent at an early age. There were 
two teachers—Brother Francis and Brother Paul.
In a short time I absorbed all that the Junior 
Brother would teach. I could read and spell, but I 
could not write, and I knew nothing of figures. So, 
after the first few months, I was absolutely wasting 
my time with Brother Paul.
When, after fully two years doing nothing and 
learning nothing at the Monastery, I told this to my 
father, he sent me and my sisters to the National 
School, 14 miles away. Here I made great progress in 
the things that had been forgotten by Brother Paul. 
But in less than six months I was back to the Monastery 
—this time under the head teacher. Brother Francis. 
He took an interest in me, and I enjoyed every moment 
of my time with him.
I must relate an incident in which I was punished 
for a crime I did not commit. At 3 p.m. each day we
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had Prayers—Brother Francis kneeling on the platform 
facing the pupils, who were all on their knees. The 
boy at my right side had a tin pencil-holder, and into 
this vacuum he put from his mouth a lot of spittle— 
and then with his left hand aimed the contents at a 
boy three seats in front. The shot took its effect, first 
on his ear and then on to his neck inside his collar. 
Brother Francis, when praying, always kept his eyes 
apparently closed, and this gave confidence to the 
offending naughty boy. The teacher, however, had seen 
what happened and called me up to him, and sentenced 
me to the Black Hole. In vain did I plead innocence— 
he saw me do it! The offending boy, by using his left 
hand, made it appear that it was I who had used my 
right.
When I was taken to the place of punishment I 
was told by the teacher to kneel down on the bare 
boards and to remain kneeling until he called to release 
me. As it happened he forgot all about me; and it 
was only by a mere accident that at 6 p.m. he found 
me still kneeling.
I was taught to serve Mass—I knew my Catechism 
well, so much so that at eight years of age I was con­
firmed. I felt very happy then.
Between the ages of twelve and thirteen I began 
to feel very restless. One day, in crossing the fields 
coming back from school, I went down a quarry hole 
where no one would see me and knelt down and prayed 
earnestly and fervently that I would be enabled to leave 
Ireland, where there seemed to me no prospect of 
making progress in the world. There were no industries, 
nothing but poor farmers struggling hard to get a bare 
existence. I realised they could never get any more,
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because, if they worked hard, improved their farms 
and became apparently successful, the landlord or his 
agent would notice it and immediately raise the rent. 
I am speaking now of the time immediately before the 
Land agitation—before Parnell and Michael Davitt 
raised the cry of “Ireland for the Irish”—“The Land 
for the People”, and the Land League was formed.
What was to become of me? I had no desire to be 
a small farmer; but, even if I had, there were no farms 
to be had—land was too scarce. The Parish Priest 
(Father Quinn) advised my father to let me study for 
the priesthood. My school teacher (Brother Francis) 
advised me to study and qualify for the Civil Service. 
He wanted me to be a gauger in the Customs Depart­
ment, where some day I might rise to a salary of £80 
per year. My parents decided on the Civil Service. 
After a few more months of study. Brother Francis 
raised a difficulty. He said I would have no trouble 
in passing all the examinations, but I would not be 
permitted to enter for them until I attained a certain 
age. So then, what was I to do in the meantime? 
Brother Francis said that I was unusually shy and 
reserved, and he suggested that I be apprenticed to 
the drapery trade for four years, after which he would 
undertake that, given a few more months with him, I 
would pass all the necessary examinations for the Civil 
Service.
At this time, I think. Brother Francis had an 
enquiry from his cousin, Dominick Owens, draper of 
Strokestown, for a suitable boy to learn the trade. And 
so it was that, in 1874, I was apprenticed to D. Owens 
for four years, with free board and lodging, but no 
salary.
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CHAPTER II
I was just 14 years of age when I left Ballymacurley 
and farming for ever. Arriving at Strokestown, I found 
the place was staffed by D. Owens, his sister and four 
or five other boy apprentices, also a head milliner. 
I do not know how it was, but I gravitated towards the 
Books. Perhaps it was that Dominick Owens’ cousin, 
my school teacher, had written favourably of me; but, 
whatever the reason, I found myself within two months 
in full control of the account books, including the 
debtors’ ledger. Hitherto these had been kept by Mr. 
Owens himself.
When I took over the books my employer gave 
me certain instructions. I was to send out the accounts 
regularly each month, but I was not to put a foot­
note to an account or draw attention in any way to its 
age until it was over 12 months old. I remember one 
day a great big prosperous-looking farmer came in and, 
coming up to me with a bill or statement of account 
in his hand (with a footnote), said in an angrily 
belligerent voice: “Did you send me this?” “Yes, I am 
afraid I did.” “And do you know who I am? Don’t you 
know I’m good if I never paid? Don’t send any more 
of these footnotes to me or you’ll run the risk of losing 
my business.”
A near neighbour of mine at Ballymacurley named 
Barney Parrel called on me one day at the shop and
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bought some corduroy and frieze (grey calico). He paid 
the bill and, when the parcel was made up, said: “I will 
leave it here on the counter and call back for it in 
less than half an hour.” I said: “All right.” Our prac­
tice, when making up a parcel of which grey calico 
formed a part, was not to use wrapping paper, but to 
use the calico as a wrapper for the other goods. Well, 
Barney duly came back as promised, went to the spot 
where he thought he had left his parcel, picked it up, 
unnoticed, and walked home eight miles with it. On 
arrival, he wanted to show the wife and family his 
purchases, but he was dumbfounded at what he dis­
covered. Instead of the parcel with his own name and 
address, he had picked up a whole roll (40 yards) of 
calico that had all the outside appearance of his own 
parcel. So back he had to come, another eight miles.
By the time I had served my four years’ apprentice­
ship, I had no desire to return to school in order to 
qualify to be a Customs Officer. So my employer offered 
me £20 per year salary, with board and lodging, which 
offer I accepted.
I might here explain the peculiar wage system that 
operated in that part of Ireland in those days, and 
that may still be in practice for all I know to the con­
trary. No weekly, monthly or yearly salary was paid, 
but an account was opened for you in the ledger. Any 
goods you might require were charged to this account, 
and any pocket money you might be in need of could be 
asked for, a^ a favour, and it would be given to you. 
When, after years or months, you decided to leave to 
go abroad, to start in business for yourself, or to go to 
another job, you gave a month’s notice and you would
7 
then get whatever was coming to you, provided the 
employer had not gone insolvent in the meantime.
When I arrived at Strokestown there were four 
other boys, all apprentices, in Owens’ shop, none over 
17 years of age. I was the youngest. It is wonderful, 
the mischief and daring of a bunch of boys, the unjust 
things they will do, that not one of them would think 
of, singly. For instance: In winter, with an abundance 
of snow on the ground, we would go out at night and 
start making snowballs. Then one of us would go up 
to a large house, say a doctor’s residence, loudly knock 
on the hall door, then immediately retire a dozen paces 
or so and, when the hall door was opened, bang would 
go the snowballs into the hall. Many other silly things 
of that kind we used to do.
Our leader, the eldest, a stout little bully named 
Kelly, nearly killed me once and in doing so almost lost 
his own life. It was summer and the afternoons were 
long, warm and pleasant. After closing-up time we 
often went about a mile out to the river to have a 
bathe, and some of us to swim. I could not swim and 
Kelly knew that. I was enjoying a quiet dip and a 
wash in a shallow part of the river when Kelly came 
up and tried to duck me. I resisted; then he caught 
me round the waist and tried to throw me. I still 
resisted. Then he twisted me round and round. I held 
on to him until we both got puffed and giddy and 
eventually we both fell, I at the bottom, but I still held 
tightly to him. Soon I lost consciousness, but I still 
held him. All my past life went then in review before 
me, nothing was forgotten. I afterwards heard that 
the other boys came up and dragged us both to the 
shallow part, and it took them over two hours to get
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me back to consciousness. It was certainly touch and 
go with me that time, but I am satisfied that drowning 
is a nice easy death.
Dominick Owens was a man who never talked to his 
staff in an easy, free, friendly or natural manner. 
Whenever he did say anything other than ordering us 
about or grumbling about what we had done or left 
undone, it would be to tell us how ugly we looked, how 
badly we were dressed, or something else to take one 
of us down a peg. The effect of his talk was to give any 
one of us who might be getting to fancy himself, an 
inferiority complex. For instance, one day he said to 
me: “Where did you get that tie? Did you make it 
yourself? Do you ever look in the glass? See, there 
is a mirror over there; just have a look at yourself. 
Now, did you ever see such a stirabout face and such 
a buttermilk nose on a human being before?”
After a few such lectures it is no wonder I felt very 
small indeed, and no wonder that when anyone looked 
at me closely I would blush to the roots of my hair, 
believing that others could see in me the things that 
Dominick Owens saw—the stirabout face and the 
buttermilk nose.
I desired a change. I became restless. One or two 
positions became vacant in towns nearby that I could 
have had; but, when I gave notice to Mr. Owens and 
told him why I intended leaving and where I was going, 
he always talked me out of it and induced me to stay 
on. Eventually, however, I accepted a position offered 
me by Gallagher Brothers, of Ballina, and left Owens 
(as I then thought) for good.
r
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I arrived in Ballina in December, 1880, and 
remained there during January, February and March, 
1881. These were the coldest months and that was 
the coldest winter on record. When I ventured out of 
doors in the morning the frost was so severe that, when 
I tried to warm my hands by putting them in my 
trouser pockets, the skin would come off. It was then 
that I got chilblains, the traces of which have remained 
with me all my life. Shop assistants were not allowed 
to go to the kitchen fire and as we had no other fires 
in the house to go to, we boys and men were forced to 
go to an hotel that some of us knew. This hotel had 
a cosy bar parlour with a nice bright fire and here I 
spent every evening until bedtime. The hotel was kept 
by very decent, understanding people, who did not 
expect visitors to the fire to drink all the time. Dublin 
Stout was sold at one penny per glass at the bar. If 
served in the parlour it cost twopence.
Gallagher Bros—there were three or four of them— 
had branches in different towns, each branch managed 
by one of themselves. Our manager was a bit erratic 
and had a hot temper. He fell out with one of the 
domestic staff and told her to get out at once. She 
demanded her wages and a proper statement of her 
account. It appeared that she had been with him for 
two years, seven months and four days, at a salary of 
16 shillings per quarter. He tried in many ways to 
work out exactly what he owed her, but he could not 
do it. Then someone gave him the hint that I, who 
had been only a few weeks in the place, was a book­
keeper. I was called in to advise and make out a clear 
statement of what was owing to the domestic for wages, 
after deducting what she had bad in the way of stock -
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Myself—age 24 ^ears. 
ings, account, etc., and pocket money. The balance 
showed the true state of affairs and both sides were 
satisfied.
One or two similar services were performed by me 
within the next few weeks, and I saw that I was rising 
in my employer’s estimation. He let me see that I was 
useful to him and that he was grateful. Just then, 
however, one of his other branches crashed, and closed 
down. All the staff of that branch came on to Ballina. 
Included in the newcomers from the closed-down 
branch was a young fellow named Frank McDonnell, 
who was then serving his apprenticeship. This was the 
first time we two had met, and we became friends at 
once. Frank was even then a most interesting talker. 
I remained in Ballina only a few weeks after his arrival 
and little did either of us know how soon and under 
what circumstances we would meet again—as meet we 
did, and many times, but thousands of miles away from 
Ballina.
Some years later at Richmond, Victoria, I was serv­
ing a man when he said to me: “You came from 
Ireland?” I said: “Yes, and I think you did, too.” He 
asked what part of Ireland I came from and I told him 
from Roscommon, Strokestown. I said I knew, also, 
and had worked in Ballina, Tuam and Galway. He 
inquired: “Where did you work in Ballina?” I replied: 
“At a drapery store called Gallagher Bros.” He asked: 
“What kind were these Gallagher Bros, to work for and 
to live with?” Regular devils, the greatest 
tyrants I ever came across.” He seemed interested and 
disturbed, so I said: “Do you happen to know any of 
these Gallaghers?” “I ought to,” he said, “they are 
brothers of mine.”
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I left Ballina in March, 1881, and accepted a posi­
tion with M. D. Pigott, of Tuam. The train arrived 
about mid-day, and immediately on arrival I went 
behind the counter to work and to serve.
My first customer spoke a language I did not under­
stand (Irish or Gaelic) and she could not speak and did 
not even understand English. My employer, Mr. Pigott, 
was on the floor and, after listening to my customer 
and myself for a few minutes, he came behind the 
counter himself and served the customer. Then he 
said to me: “Don’t you understand or can’t you speak 
Irish?” I said: “No, unfortunately, I can’t.” I saw he 
was disappointed in me, so I said: “Give me, say, two 
weeks, and I’ll guarantee to speak all the Irish that 
will be needed to carry on this job to your satisfaction.”
I applied myself and succeeded. At Tuam Cathedral 
the Notices were read out in Irish and the sermons 
were preached in that language. I followed the people 
out of the Church and mixed with them whether they 
liked it or not. I talked with them (or tried to) and 
miles outside the town, at many a crossroad, I danced 
with them. Within the fortnight I was as Irish as 
the Tuam people themselves.
I must have given satisfaction to Mr. and Mrs. 
Pigott. We became good friends. They invited me to 
be godfather to their first-born baby, a charming little 
girl christened “Teasy” and when, some months later, 
I told them that I had no intention of remaining much 
longer in Ireland, that I intended to go abroad, to 
America I thought, Mr. Pigott advised me not to go to 
America. He said: “I was there for some years and I 
did not like it. But if I were you and had my mind
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made up to go abroad, as you apparently have done, 
I would go to Australia.” I realised that his advice 
was honest and sincere and I kept it in mind. A few 
months later I left Mr. and Mrs. Pigott, with whom 
I had been very happy indeed and had made me feel 
more at home than I had felt anywhere since I left 
my mother at Ballymacurley.
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CHAPTER III
I made up my mind to go to Australia and returned 
to Ballymacurley to say goodbye to my family. From 
there I went to Strokestown to bid farewell to my first 
employer, Dominick Owens. When I told him of my 
intention he persuaded me to return to him at an 
increased salary. I yielded to his persuasions and 
remained with him for nearly 12 months, eventually 
leaving him on Christmas morning, 1883. That day I 
returned to Ballymacurley again to take leave of my 
family and then took the train from Roscommon to 
Dublin. I arrived in Dublin in the evening, and straight­
away went aboard the steamer at North Wall which 
was to take me to Plymouth to embark for Australia. 
I saw nothing of Dublin but the roadway from the 
railway station to the wharf.
I sailed from Plymouth in the Orient steamer “Lusi­
tania” (3,000 tons) in December, 1883, for Australia and 
arrived at Melbourne in February, 1884
I well remember the ship tying up at Williams­
town wharf about 5 p.m. on a Sunday afternoon. A big 
crowd was there to meet the ship. We had as a fellow 
passenger an atheistical lecturer (named, I think. 
Symes). He had a great reputation as a lecturer, and 
it was he who drew the welcoming crowds. There was 
no one there to welcome me; I was a complete stranger 
in a strange land.
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On Monday morning I started out to look for a 
job. Melbourne was the first big city I had ever seen. 
I found myself at the G.P.O., on the corner of Elizabeth 
Street. All the big shops were in Bourke Street, so I 
called at every one of them, but no hope! Across the 
road I noticed a very big store named Cole’s Book 
Arcade; into this I went and sought out the proprietor, 
Mr. Cole. I found him in a little office about four feet 
square on the ground floor. He listened to me—the 
drapers across the road would not even do that! I said 
to Mr. Cole: “If you have not a position yourself to offer 
me, please tell me where I should go to look for one. 
I am a complete stranger here.” “I can see that,” he 
said, “you are a new arrival, what we call a ‘new chum.’ 
The position you are looking for, that of a draper’s 
assistant, is not for ‘new chums.’ That kind of position 
is, shall I say, reserved for boys and young men born 
here. You should go to the country. There is plenty 
of work there, hard work, outdoor work.” I thanked 
him for his advice, although I had no intention of 
taking it.
I walked along Elizabeth Street and soon found 
myself in Flinders Lane, the home of the wholesale 
warehouses. I thought these would be likely places to 
know of vacancies in country stores. After calling on 
three or four with no success, I eventually came across 
a man who was human, kindly and evidently interested 
in me. After chatting with me for ten minutes or so 
he wrote on a piece of paper the names and addresses 
of two suburban shops. One was Ball & Welch and the 
other Eyre & Sheppard, both of Carlton. He told me 
how to get to these places. In those days there were 
no trams and no buses, but he showed me the corner
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where I could get into a cab and be taken to Ball & 
Welch for twopence, and from there I could walk to 
Eyre & Sheppard, at the corner of Lygon and Grattan 
Streets. He also said: “You will probably succeed in 
one of these, but, if not, come back and see me 
again, and I will give you other addresses.”
In the first place (Ball & Welch) there was no 
vacancy. In the second (Eyre & Sheppard) there was 
a place for a junior salesman in the Manchester depart­
ment. Could I start to-morrow morning, salary thirty 
shillings per week. I said: “Yes.” Then I looked for a 
nice place to board and lodge, and I found one not far 
away, at eighteen shillings per week, including laundry.
I must have given satisfaction to Eyre & Sheppard, 
because, when they opened a branch store at Bridge 
Road, Richmond, they selected a man named Dwyer, 
from the dress department, and myself to be the joint 
managers of the new branch. Dwyer was to be the 
senior. He was to do all the buying and I was to look 
after the office, keep proper records, bank the cash and 
pay the salaries. It was also stipulated that we were 
to sleep on the premises (no charge for this accommo­
dation) and if we wanted to eat on the premises too 
we could do so, at our own expense.
We chose the simpler way. We went out for our 
meals. There were plenty of restaurants and tea shops 
about. Eyre & Sheppard were both bachelors—one was 
about 35 and the other about 45. They lived together 
in a pleasant house at Brighton, where Dwyer and I 
had to go each Sunday morning to report all the details 
of the week’s business.
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After a couple of months at the Richmond branch 
store I thought I ought to getting a higher salary than 
thirty shillings per week. So, at the first opportunity, 
on one of Mr. Esrre’s visits to us, I said to him: “Mr. Eyre, 
do you know that I am only getting thirty shillings per 
week? I want you to increase this to forty-five.” He 
lost his temper and said: “I don’t want my assistants to 
dictate to me as to what I should pay. If you had 
asked for an increase of salary, and left it at that, I 
would have paid you more than forty-five shillings, but 
dictation I cannot stand.” I replied; “All right, Mr. 
Eyre, I thought it much better to tell you straight out 
that forty-five shillings per week is the lowest salary 
I am going to work for in future and, if you don’t like 
to pay me that, then someone else will.” This made 
him more cross still, and, as he could not stand dicta­
tion, he paid me off. A few hundred yards away I got 
into a cab and told the driver to take me to Foy & Gib­
son’s, of Smith Street, Collingwood.
Foy & Gibson’s was the biggest store in Melbourne 
in those days, and did a trade much greater than that 
of any other.
I found Mr. Gibson. He had a vacancy in the dress 
department, starting the next morning, at a salary of 
forty-five shillings per week. So I got the salary I had 
asked from Mr. Eyre, but I got more. In Eyre & Shep­
pard’s there were no premiums (spiffs) or commission. 
In Foy & Gibson’s each salesman received a penny in 
the pound on his sales and, if he got top book in his 
section, he was awarded twopence in the pound. My 
salary, with, extras, never dropped below £4 per week.
Foy & Gibson did a very big business in those days.
Their half-yearly sales, or, as they called them, “Fairs,”
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were worth remembering. Crowds waited for the doors 
to open. At 9 a.m. we opened all the doors. At 10 a.m. 
we had to close them, as the crowds were so great that 
we could not afford to let any more people in until 
about 5 o’clock in the afternoon.
As the people were served they had to go down 
to a cellar and out the back way into another street.
In those days there were no regulations governing 
the hours of opening or of closing shops. In Foy & Gib­
son’s we opened at 9 o’clock in the morning, and were 
supposed to close at 9 o’clock in the evening. As a 
matter of fact, we never got away on any evening before 
10 o’clock and never before 11 o’clock on Saturday 
nights.
A Mr. Freeman was in charge of the dress depart­
ment, and a good, capable man he was, but Mr. Gibson 
himself did most of the buying for this department. 
A Mr. Conachie was in charge of the men’s clothing 
department. He was the man who was afterwards 
selected to manage the Brisbane branch when Foy & 
Gibson opened in Wickham Street, Valley. My friend, 
Robert Conachie, manufacturer and wholesale ware­
houseman, is a son of the Mr. Conachie I worked with 
at Foy & Gibson’s in the early 188O’s.
I took advantage of the Easter holidays to see 
something of the country districts of Victoria. I visited 
Ballarat and Ararat and, as I had some relations in the 
Wimmer a district, I visited Murtuo and Warracknabeal. 
I spent one night and one day with my uncle, Thomas 
Callaghan, a man who had come out to Australia 30 
years earlier, and worked at various things. Including 
mining, farming and bullock driving. I had never seen 
him before that visit, and I never met him again.
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One incident of my experiences at Carlton is worth 
recording. Young men—fellow employees and others 
who wanted to be “nice and friendly”—would ask me 
to have a drink. “No, I am sorry, I cannot, I am a 
teetotaller,” I would say. Now, although I never had 
any desire for drink, I never was a teetotaller, in the 
sense that I never took any pledge to abstain from 
Intoxicating liquor and I had no conscientious objec­
tion to the consumption of alcoholic drinks. But I 
realised that on thirty shillings per week I could not 
afford to accept a drink from a friend. I knew I could 
not return it. Well, one afternoon I felt very ill. I told 
my friend, Wm. F. Dwyer, of the dress department, of 
my plight, and asked him what I ought to do. He said: 
“Hang on for another hour (till closing time); then 
on the way home I will get you something that will take 
the pain away.” I thanked him and said I would take 
his advice. Meantime, Dwyer told two of his com­
panions and they determined to play a trick on me. 
The four of us met outside the store and they guided 
me along to an hotel and explained to the barmaid 
what was wrong with me. She told me that what I 
wanted was a good stiff brandy. The boys supported 
her in this advice. I consented. While the barmaid 
was pouring out the liquor one of the boys drew my 
attention to a large picture on the wall behind me. 
While we two were examining the picture, the other 
two were arranging with the barmaid (probably pour­
ing gin into the brandy, instead of water). Then my 
friend Dwyer said: “Now drink this up quickly and the 
pain will vanish.” I did so, and then called out: “Oh, 
boys, we must have another.” Before the “other” came
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I had collapsed. It took me three days to recover from 
that drink.
That was the first and only time I was drunk in 
my life.
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WEDDING. DAY PORTRAIT, 1887.
CHAPTER IV
About the middle of 1885, I received a letter from 
my late employer, M. D. Pigott of Tuam, Ireland. He 
had arrived in Australia with his wife and family. His 
letter was dated from Brisbane. He told me he in­
tended to start in business there, and would be very 
glad to have me join him as an equal partner. 
Although I was very happy in Foy & Gibson’s store, 
and doing very well there, I thought Mr. Pigott’s offer 
should not be missed; so I accepted. Mr. Pigott told 
me he had his eye on a shop in Stanley Street, South 
Brisbane, which he thought would be eminently suit­
able and that we could commence business as soon as 
I arrived in Brisbane.
Foy & Gibson gave me an excellent reference, in 
which they inserted: “Should you return to Melbourne 
we will be very pleased to make room for you in our 
organisation.’’ This reference was given me over 60 
years ago. I still retain it.
I secured a berth in a small steamer for Brisbane, 
and, as has been my usual custom, was at the wharf 
and on the deck an hour or more before she was adver­
tised to sail. While I was walking up and down the 
deck a few times by myself I was joined by a man who 
got into step with me and started conversation. He 
was a refined, polished gentleman about 40 years of age. 
After finding out in a casual kind of a way where I was
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going and how much money I had on me, he told me 
that he also was going to Queensland. He said he had a 
sheep station and other interests up there, and was 
going to make his periodical inspection. He was to be 
accompanied by his wife and two children. He 
regarded this as “a bit of a nuisance.” “Women are a 
bother on board a ship, but I am fortunate in having 
you on board, we can talk to each other,” he said. I 
had not hitherto met such a charmingly-mannered 
man, nor such an agreeable conversationalist.
After half an hour’s walking and talking on deck 
my newly-found friend said: “This boat won’t start for 
nearly an hour yet, let us stroll up the town; my family 
might be on board by the time we get back.” I agreed.
We strolled up one of these short streets leading to 
Collins Street. Then we crossed and started to come 
back on the other side of the same street. Just then, 
a youth in uniform stopped him and as the pair 
seemed to be talking in a low and confidential tone, I 
walked on a few yards and waited. My new friend 
came up in an agitated state. Some little mishap had 
occurred—his wife had gone on to the boat and 
neglected to pay a sum of £45 that he had specially left 
with her, he told me. Would I advance the money? 
Just as soon as we got to the boat he would get it from 
his wife and hand it over to me. I said: “Certainly; I 
am very glad indeed to be able to oblige.” I put my 
hand in my left side trouser pocket and got hold of the 
packet of notes; had it half-way out of my pocket when 
the thought flashed across my mind: “What do I know 
about this man; how do I know he has a wife and how 
do I know she has the money?” The next moment I
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found myself giving utterance to these thoughts and 
the moment I heard my own voice I got courage and 
said: “If this is a genuinely urgent case, get this young 
fellow to come with us to the boat and your wife can 
then do what she should have done before—hand him 
over the £45.”
The man and the boy hesitated on the footpath. 
I walked on to the boat. I met my friend (Wm. F. 
Dwyer) who had come down to see me off and he was 
accompanied by a relative of his, a young police con­
stable named McCarthy. I related my experience and 
asked them to help me to look out for this charming 
man and his wife. The police constable said: “You 
will not find him on the boat, he is what we call a 
‘confidence’ man—and you are very lucky that he did 
not relieve you of your £45.”
When I arrived in Brisbane a disappointment 
awaited me. The shop in Stanley Street where Mr. 
Pigott had intended that we should start business had 
been taken by two other ambitious young drapers. So 
I had either to look for a job here in Brisbane or return 
to Melbourne. I chose the former.
After a couple of days calling at different stores 
and answering advertisements, I got a position with 
Allan & Stark, whose premises were then situated in 
Stanley Street, South Brisbane.
I remember Mr. James Allan asking me what salary 
I wanted and I told him £4. “Oh,” he said, “that is too 
much; I am not paying my senior man any more than 
that.” I said: “Which is your senior man?” He said: 
“Over there.” I had a good look at the man referred to 
and then said: “Well, Mr. Allan, I’ll make a bargain
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with you. If I am not as good in every respect as your 
senior man I will work for you for nothing.” I got the 
job. Further, I received an advance of salary within a 
month.
Meantime I kept in touch with Mr. Pigott, who told 
me that the two young men who had taken the shop 
in South Brisbane could not carry on. They were able 
to install fixtures, fittings and counters, but they could 
not get stock; so the place was again “To Let.” With 
my encouragement, Pigott took it.
I told Mr. Allan all the reasons for my coming from 
Melbourne to Brisbane, and he was very sympathetic. 
He said he would very much like to have me with him, 
but, as that could not be, he wished me the best of luck.
I liked Mr. James Allan immensely. I found him 
one of the straightest and one of the most honourable 
of men. We became sincere friends and remained so to 
the end of his life.
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CHAPTER V
In February, 1886, the firm of Pigott and Beirne 
opened its doors in Stanley Street, opposite Annerley 
Road (then called Boggo Road). Neither of us had 
much experience of the things wanted in Queensland, 
nor did we know the right place to get them. I had 
only two months’ experience of Queensland; Mr. Pigott 
about four. So we made a few mistakes in buying 
things that did not sell freely; but, on the whole, we 
made the business pay from the very start.
Soon after arriving in Brisbane I met a charming 
girl named Anne Kavanagh, who was living with her 
mother in a house in Glenelg Street, South Brisbane. 
The more I saw of this charming girl the better I liked 
her and, although my drawing from the partnership 
were only £2/10/- per week, I thought seriously of pro­
posing marriage to her.
I waited a few more months. Business continued 
to prosper, and we (Pigott and I) saw that we could 
afford to raise our drawings to £4 per week each. I 
waited no longer. I proposed and was accepted. Anne 
Kavanagh and I were married on April 11, 1887, at St. 
Stephen’s Cathedral, by the Rev. Denis Fouhy.
We were both young, but we never regretted the 
step we took.
25
I would now like to detail to you the hard struggles 
a man has when beginning in a small way. The shop 
we took was quite new, built entirely of wood. There 
had been no store of any kind on the site previously, 
and it was hard work to get the people to come there 
and harder work still to get them to buy. However, we 
succeeded very well, and at the end of three years were 
able to show a good surplus. Unfortunately, the shop 
was situated in the centre of a number of other wooden 
shops. The whole block was considered to be such a 
“risk” that the Insurance Company concerned returned 
our premiums and declined to insure. As events proved, 
the company was right, as, one Sunday morning in 
January, 1889, the whole block caught fire and 
seven or eight shops, including ours, were completely 
destroyed.
So, after three years of hard work, as we were not 
insured, we were penniless. In fact, the morning after 
the fire, we had less than nothing, in that we owed a 
number of accounts and had at the time nothing with 
which to pay them. But that did not discourage us. 
We had telegrams of sympathy from suppliers all over 
Australia, offering us whatever stock we required to 
start again.
We had to wait about two months before we could 
make a fresh start. A shop in the locality was in course 
of construction and we had to wait until this was 
finished. It was a brick shop this time, which we could 
of course get insured; it was not so easy to burn. But, 
after filling it up with new goods, we discovered that 
the whole stock had been spoiled by mildew; we had 
gone into the new shop before it had dried.
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Myself—age 36.
These two calamities, one after the other, were 
enough to discourage and dishearten most people; but 
neither deterred us from continuing our business. As 
far as I was concerned I had never in my life felt more 
confident. I felt certain that I would ultimately suc­
ceed, and that these little difficulties were only sent 
to try me.
After 18 months or so, Pigott and I dissolved part­
nership and it fell to my lot to go out. This was another 
calamity; leaving both a district in which I was known 
and a business that was paying. In the last year of 
our partnership, which ended on August 19, 1881, we 
made a nett profit of £2,200, my share of the distribu­
tion being £1,200. The 1893 flood destroyed Stanley 
Street as a shopping centre, so Mr. Pigott some years 
later opened a business in Toowoomba, which is now 
conducted, and most successfully, by his son Prank. 
My old partner, M. D. Pigott, died some years ago.
I started in the Valley with £1,200 capital, in one 
small shop with a 24 feet frontage by about 50 feet 
depth, with a dwelling overhead. It was a shop that a 
grocer had just vacated and it was the first time that 
there had been a drapery store on that side of the street. 
In fact, the footpath at this point was then made only 
half way. The yard of Ruddle’s hotel ran down towards 
my premises and liquid manure from the stables used 
to escape under a galvanised iron fence and run down 
towards my shop.
J. & T. Heaslop, grocers, had been its first tenants. 
They had a lease (three years to run) from the owners, 
the Church of England; but, as Heaslops bought 
property a little further down the same street, they
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wanted to build on their own land; so I took over from 
them the balance of the lease.
It took a few weeks to change the shop from a 
grocery shop to one suitable for a draper; but, towards 
the end of September, 1891, I opened up on my own 
account alone. The business was a great success from 
the start. I could not serve all the people who wanted to 
buy from me, nor had I enough room in the shop for 
those who wanted to visit me.
The Church of England property consisted of five 
shops and a bank building. After a few months I ven­
tured to rent another of those shops; a few months 
later I rented a third.
I spent a good deal of money connecting up the 
three shops, but they were still far from satisfactory; 
so, at last, I plucked up courage and called on the 
Treasurer of the Church of England (Mr. Walker) and 
requested him to join up the shops properly, telling him 
I was willing to pay extra rent. He replied: “Where 
would the Church get the money to make these altera­
tions and additions?” He added: “Why don’t you buy 
the property and make the additions and alterations 
yourself?” To this my answer was: “Where would I get 
the money from?” I then asked him what he wanted 
for the whole property and he told me £8000. I tried 
to beat him down a bit, but did not succeed; so I said: 
“All right, I suppose you want a deposit to conclude the 
deal?” He said: “Yes, £50.” I said: “Could you let me 
have a blank cheque form?” He could, and so the 
bargain was concluded.
I started indenting direct almost immediately. 
Indeed, my first direct indent was given before I opened
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in The Valley. It was to Lister Henry, of Melbourne, 
who was then representing Hoyles, calico printers, of 
Manchester. I remember that Mr. Henry was staying 
at the Belle Vue Hotel and it was there I went to see 
the samples. John Bell, warehouseman, of Elizabeth 
Street, also represented some Scotch and English manu­
facturers, and to him also I gave direct indents in those 
early days.
Just about this time, a special commissioner, or 
investigator, arrived from I. & R. Morley, London. His 
business was to enquire into, and report on, the advis­
ability of opening up business relations direct with the 
best retail houses. Hitherto, all their Australian busi­
ness was done through the wholesale houses. The com­
missioner called on me and we had many long and 
confidential talks. He seemed to like me; I certainly 
liked him. The result was that he recommended me 
to his principals as a fit and proper person, not only 
to do business with direct in the ordinary way, but for 
an open account. His recommendation was accepted, 
which was a great compliment to me.
Let me explain what it means: In the ordinary 
way, when a merchant or trader in one country orders 
supplies from another country, the supplies are sent 
out, not direct, but through a bank with a draft 
attached to the invoice. That draft may be payable 
“On Demand” or at a limited number of days after 
sight. In the latter case, the bank generally has discre­
tion as to whether it will relinquish the shipment 
before payment is made in full. In my case (with open 
credit) I ordered what I thought would sell. I kept on 
ordering. The goods came out and the bill of lading, with
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invoice, came direct to me (not through a bank), and I 
remitted money to Morleys almost weekly; not any set 
amount, but just what I could spare over and above 
payment for my local purchases and my expenses. 
Morleys then rendered me a monthly statement show­
ing shipments and remittances. I got prompt cash 
discounts in some cases, lesser discount in other cases 
and no discount at all in other cases. But if I had to 
my credit in London more than sufficient to pay for 
shipments, they allowed me interest at the rate of five 
per cent, per annum. If I did not want to pay cash 
continuously I could have eight months credit, without 
any charge for interest.
This was a splendid arrangement for me and a 
good one for them. A few years afterwards, when I 
visited London, I was introduced to one man who they 
told me was nick-named 'T.C.B.”, because the whole 
of his time was taken up with my orders. Of course, it 
is well known that I. & R. Morleys are essentially a 
hosiery house, but I sent them orders for flannelettes, 
sheetings, etc., and they bought these for me at a 
much better price that I could, at that time, get any­
where else.
I. & R. Morleys had a great reputation in England 
and the Continent at the time I speak of (they still 
have), and the fact that I was able to give their name 
as a reference to new people with whom I wanted to 
open up, did me a lot of good.
The year 1893 came, and with it the Great Flood. 
This has been described by so many writers that I think 
I may pass over it here.
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But 1893 brought, not only the flood, but also the 
bank crashes. Nearly every banking house in Australia 
closed its doors; there were only one or two exceptions. 
One of the arrangements made by the banks with their 
creditors and depositors was that £50 of each depositor’s 
credit balance was to be released, and the balance— 
well, you had to wait for it. Fortunately for me, my 
arrangement with I. & R. Morley saved me, as, although 
I had three banking accounts in Queensland—at The 
Valley, Ipswich and Mackay, each of them was under 
£50. So all my money was released at once and my 
remittances to Morleys continued.
In this year of 1893, my health threatened to break 
down. My medical adviser (Dr. W. S. Byrne) advised 
me to do two things: (1) Insure my life for the highest 
amount I could get, and (2) go away to Dalby for at 
least three months. For insurance, I tried the A.M.P. 
but they wanted to load me so stiffly that I declined. 
I went to Dalby, where I put up at the Queens Hotel, 
and liked it.
However, time hung heavily on my hands, so I 
wrote down for a few samples. They arrived. I went 
round the town of Dalby first, then the surrounding 
country, with the aid of horse and trap. I took many 
orders and delivered the goods, which evidently gave 
satisfaction. This Dalby visit laid the foundation of 
our mail order business, which developed afterwards 
into a very big thing.
Mr. James McWhirter, who at this time was fore­
man, or manager, of Sinclair’s drapery establishment, 
Stanley Street, approached me with a view to joining 
me in a partnership. I was not inclined to listen to
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his proposal at first, but repeated conversations enabled 
us to know each other a little better. Mr. McWhirter 
was a capable, experienced and very able man. He had 
had experience in the wholesale side of drapery with 
Messrs. D. L. Brown, as well as in the retail branch. He 
had also had experience in Glasgow and other parts 
of Scotland.
He joined me in 1894 as an employee or manager 
at a salary for £1000 per year (for one year) after which 
he was to become a partner for a limited term of three 
years. As I saw the business was in safe hands under 
the capable management of Mr. McWhirter, I decided 
to visit the Old Country and explore the advisability of 
opening a London buying ofidce.
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MY WIFE—1895.
CHAPTER VI
I left Brisbane in February, 1896, for London, 
accompanied by my wife and family of three daughters 
and a nurse. Emily, my eldest daughter, retains some 
vivid memories of the trip. She says:—
“We travelled to England in an Orient ship, and 
returned in a sister ship.
“For the first week or two we were at a boarding­
house in Kensington. Our rooms were on the third floor 
and, as Colonials, we were a source of great interest 
to the guests. Eileen, who was only about nine months 
old, was put to bed before dinner on the first evening 
after we arrived. Great was our dismay and confusion, 
during dinner, to hear a series of bumps and screams— 
our baby had climbed out of her cot. She made her 
way to the staircase, safely negotiated the first two 
landings, but came to grief on the third and fell the 
whole way down. Luckily she had not broken any 
bones.
“After this we took a house in Finchley, a suburb 
of London, which in those days was quite in the country. 
Cecila was especially fond of raspberry jam and mother 
had promised to take her for a walk to see some rasp­
berry bushes. There was great excitement when set­
ting off on this expedition, armed with a basket. On 
reaching the spot where the raspberries were growing, 
there were suddenly floods of tears from Cecila. Her 
disappointment was intense to And there were no tins 
of raspberries on the bushes, but only berries.
33
‘‘Father took advantage of living in the country to 
ride a bicycle. He bought a handsome one and in his 
first week-end proceeded to try it out. Unfortunately 
for him, his ambition led him on to the main road, and 
though we never heard what happened to him, he came 
home with his shins completely ‘skinned’. He was laid 
up for some considerable time.”
One of the factors affording me the greatest 
pleasure in my life concerns the loyalty and long ser­
vice of so many members of the staff in my business.
One employee (Miss Apjohn) after being with me 
for 50 years, retired a few years ago. Others, who are 
still active in the firm, are:—
Mr. J. A. Gregg (director), 49 years; Mr. W. Martin, 
46 years; Mr. G. Doolan, 44 years; Mr. P. Nolan, 43 years; 
Mr. R. Taylor, 42 years; Mr. H. Milne, 41 years;Miss M. 
Martin, 39 years; Mr. E. Elliott, 39 years; Mr. V. 
Brahams, 38 years; Mr. A. E. Murray, 38 years; Mr. J. 
Fitzpatrick, 38 years; Mr. G. Smeaton, 37 years; Mr. 
A. Homan, 37 years; Mr. D. Hopson, 36 years; Mr. F. 
Hoddinott, 36 years; Mr. C. Bremner, 36 years; Mr. W. 
Barrett (director), 35 years; Mr. J. Hickey, 35 years; 
Miss D. Fitzmaurice, 35 years; Miss M. Brennan, 35 
years; Miss M. Frost, 34 years.
The following “memories of the early days as a 
shop assistant” were given me by Mr. P. Nolan:—
“Forty-three years ago, when I started work as a 
boy at a weekly wage of five shillings, the staff num­
bered about 52. We boys worked at various jobs about 
the shop. We learnt our trade well, and were quite 
happy with our conditions.
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“We worked in the ‘Country Orders’ section, where 
the parcels were got ready towards the end of the day, 
and put into a two-wheeled handcart and taken by 
a man (Bill Reed) from the shop to Brunswick Street 
Railway Station or to the post office. Through years 
of handling, this man Reed became an expert at know­
ing the approximate freight on the various parcels. 
We used to call out to him, ‘lOlbs., Toowoomba’ or '51bs., 
Charleville’ and he would reply at once with the cor­
responding freight charge. In time, the handcart gave 
way to three horse-drawn vehicles.
“We boys also delivered parcels in the district in 
which we lived, on our way home. Sometimes we 
worked back at night. We would have our tea or 
evening meal, at a fish shop, near the Valley Corner. 
We were given one shilling for this meal, and a good 
meal it was, a plate of oysters, steak and vegetables, 
and a sweet—all for a shilling.
“Twice a year we held a sale (summer and winter). 
Some days before the sale, the boys were given parcels 
of leaflets to deliver about the suburbs. We went 
industriously from house to house, and liked it. It was 
a change to work out in the open air all day. However, 
on one occasion, shortly after one of the distributing 
dates, a large number of bundles of ‘sale bargain’ leaf­
lets were washed up by the river near the Edward 
Street ferry. One bright lad had thought of a quick 
way to dispose of his quota of leaflets, but he had not 
allowed for the tide. Next day we were one boy short!’’
A comparison between wages and hours of work in 
1896 in Australia and the present day may be of interest, 
continues my father:—
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Prior to 1897 the wages of a male shop assistant 
were £2/10/- a week, those of a woman £1/10/-, a boy 
5/-, and a girl 14 years of age 3/-. To-day the wages 
are: A man £5/17/-, a woman £3/13/-, a boy £1/6/6, 
and a girl £1/0/3. The staff in 1896 numbered about 
50 odd, while at the present time between 800 and 900 
persons are employed. Although the wages appeared 
to be low in the early days, the money was worth more 
in spending power, as examples show:—Horrockses’ Al 
calico (36in.), sold retail at 2/11 a dozen yards, or 3d. 
per yard. The 1946 price for the same material (if you 
can get it) is 2/3 yard. Men’s working trousers sold at 
2/114 and 3/11 a pair, according to quality; to-day the 
prices are 14/3 and 17/6. The last example: Men’s Fox 
serge suits, tailor made by tailors on the board, and not 
by women, sold at £3/3/- and this included guaranteed 
hair-cloth padding or interlining. To-day, for the same 
quality and make, in spite of Price Fixing, a man’s suit 
costs from £16/10/- to £13/13/-.
During the year 1898 my wife and I decided to 
move to Glengariff, Hendra. By this time we had five 
little girls, all our sons having died in infancy. My 
daughter Cecilia remembers this house-moving. She 
says:—
“My earliest recollection is of living in a large 
two-storied house at New Farm. There was much ill­
ness in the family at the time. Father had typhoid 
fever and a little baby brother had pneumonia. I, also, 
was ill. Mother had an old Irish cook, who looked at 
the baby boy on his first day of illness, and said: ‘Oh! 
the Good God wants him, he’ll go, but the little girl has 
the devil in her, she’ll stay. Well, it turned out that '
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way. The boy died, despite all that the doctors and 
nurses of the day could do for him, but father and I 
recovered. Mother thought that Dr. Turner was the 
most wonderful man in the world.
‘‘Shortly after this we moved to Hendra—in the 
year 1899. The house was a large two-storied one, set 
in five acres of garden and was originally built for a 
bank manager. All around were bush tracks; there 
were not more than six houses scattered about in the 
vicinity.
“Our nearest neighbours were Mr. and Mrs. L. M. 
Bond. They had one son (Sydney). Their house seemed 
to me to be a treasuretrove. I was hungry for books 
and Syd. had more books than I had imagined could 
exist. Mrs. Bond used to lend these to me, one by one, 
and I used to read them, I remember, hidden away 
behind heavy velour curtains.
“There was a good reason why I hid myself with 
my treasured books. It was the year 1900 and Queens­
land was going through a very bad drought. Mother, 
who was an enthusiastic gardener, insisted that we held 
the hose on the garden beds. No sprinklers were allowed 
to be used, unattended. If I were out of sight she 
would forget about me, and so I could read in peace.
“The garden gave us some trouble in another way 
Mother was an Irishwoman and so was unused to ants, 
as we knew them. Glengariff was laid out with gravel 
carriage drives and paths. On these paths green ants, 
and other ants, had built immense nests, which Mother 
would not allow to be disturbed. They spread about 
the grass and banks and if one sat for a minute on the
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lawn, it was inevitable that he, or she, would be bitten.
“It was not until many years later that the ants 
were tackled, and the grand-children and great-grand­
children could sit with safety on any part of the lawn.
“They were happy days at Hendra, where we played 
among the mango trees. Until we outgrew her, we had 
a governess and, later, we went to school. Twice a year 
a dressmaker came to the house and for six weeks she 
and Mother sewed steadily. It must have been an 
effort dressing five little girls. Emily, the eldest, had 
all the new dresses and petticoats. I was second, so 
I did not do too badly in the ‘passing-down’ process. 
Eileen, May and Stella must have fared less well.
“Another family, the Lionel Lukins, lived at Hendra. 
Some of them and some of us went to the same little 
school, kept by a Mrs. Bishop, at Ascot. We went to the 
same parties in later years, and it was at one of these 
gatherings in the Lukin home that my sister Eileen first 
met her future husband, who is now Mr. Justice Neal 
Macrossan, Chief Justice of Queensland.”
My father’s story continues:—
In London I found no difficulty in buying from 
warehouses such as I. & R. Morley, Rylands & Son, 
and others. I tried to buy from the manufacturers or 
their appointed agents at the same prices as I. & R. 
Morley and other wholesale houses bought from them, 
but I found I could not do so unless I opened an office 
in London and put my name on a brass plate on the 
door. To please the manufacturers, I did this and was 
my own buyer for six or seven months. It was then 
pointed out to me by a very shrewd man that I would
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save considerably by appointing an agent who was 
accustomed to buying and shipping, and who knew all 
the ropes—including discount, rebates, and so on, and 
this shrewd man recommended Hollingsworth & 
Matthews, of Oat Lane, London. As this man saw I was 
interested in his proposition he made an appointment 
for me with H. & M. We agreed upon terms. They 
were to be my sole representatives in England and the 
Continent, and were to buy only for me in Queensland. 
That agreement, made in 1896,. lasted for over 40 years, 
to the satisfaction of both parties.
I revisted Ballymacurley, the place of my birth, 
and also saw Dominick Owens, in whose house I had 
served my apprenticeship. Mr. Owens was glad to see 
me and proud to show me the progress he was making. 
He said; “We have now the trade of all the best people, 
including the Clergy and the Aristocracy, and now, 
Thomas, I offer you your old position back again, but, 
instead of paying you £25 per year as I paid you 
before you went away, I now offer you £40.” I hesitated 
before answering; then I thanked him for his very 
kind offer, and told him how much I appreciated the 
compliment he was paying me, but said I could not 
very well give up my Australian prospects now. Then 
I said: “As for your offer of £40 per year, do you know, 
Mr. Owens, that I am paying £1,000 per year to the man 
I left to take my place while I am away ? ”
He said nothing for about a minute and then he 
remarked: “Well, Thomas, you know and I know what 
we used to think and say about the men who go across 
to America and return alter a lew years with very tall 
tales; but I am now satisfied that those returning
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Americans cannot hold a candle to the returning 
Australians for lies.”
I came back from my trip to the Old Country in 
December, 1896, and found everything satisfactory. 
Mr. McWhirter had managed the business excellently 
during my absence. However, in July, 1898, we dis­
solved partnership.
Mr. McWhirter secured premises on the opposite 
side of the same street, and made an instant success 
of his venture. The rivalry between our two firms has, 
in my opinion, done more to make The Valley what it 
is (the principal shopping centre in Brisbane) than any 
other single factor. At times the competition has been 
so keen between us that, in the fancy haberdashery 
section of our stores, customers would buy perfumes, 
powders and the like for less than nothing—for less 
than the empty containers cost.
Yet the McWhirter and Beirne familie.s were good 
friends always and so it has remained up to the present 
time.
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CHAPTER VII
I now set about planning a new store that would 
be suitable for my business and a credit to the district, 
but I could not afford to have it built just yet, so I spent 
only about £8000 on additions and improvements during 
the first few years after the purchase of the freehold 
of my premises.
At this time the account was with the Bank of 
New South Wales, but the local manager of the Com­
mercial Banking Co. of Sydney called on me one day 
and said: ''Now we are your tenants you ought to be our 
customer, especially as we are next door to you.” A 
little more of this kind of conversation and I was con­
verted to his view. I did not see any reason why I 
should not transfer my account at his request, par­
ticularly as his bank was so much nearer to me, but I 
told him I had an overdraft with the Bank of New 
South Wales. "Oh, that is all right,” he said, "we will 
take that over; we will hand a cheque to the 'Wales’ 
for the amount of overdraft and interest.” But neither 
he nor I made any arrangement for the future.
Overdrafts have a habit of increasing periodically. 
At the beginning of a season new stocks are just in and 
trade is slack, while overdrafts are high. As the season 
advances stocks are selling well and overdrafts auto­
matically go down. The Bank manager’s conversation 
with me was at a time when the season was ending; 
stocks were low, and the overdraft was only £7000. But
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it began to rise and, with every thousand increase, the 
manager was in to talk about the size and the increase. 
He was really annoying me and I told him so. When 
the overdraft reached £12,000 he got so alarmed that he 
invited, or, shall I say, commanded me to accompany 
him to the head office to see the General Manager in 
Queensland with whom he had already made an 
appointment.
We called at the appointed time, but the General 
Manager kept us waiting for fully ten minutes and,, 
he eventually admitted us into his sanctum. He said: 
“This account is going up steadily and we have 
no security.” I pointed out that the bank had 
the same security as when it first took the account 
over. He said: ‘T notice your wife has some municipal 
debentures, get her to put those in as security.” I re­
plied: “If my wife has the debentures you mention, they 
are hers and I feel that I can manage my business and 
financial affairs without any assistance from her and, 
even if she offered them of her own free will, I would 
advise her against such a proposal.”
I next said: “I am glad you sent for me and gave 
me the opportunity of having this talk with you, as I 
cannot stand any more of the local manager’s overtures 
and reminders. The account is now £12,000 and you 
are nervous and pressing. I want it to be £20,000 almost 
immediately.” The General Manager interrupted by ask­
ing: “Without security?” I replied in the affirmative 
and he said: “There is not a bank in Australia that 
would do it.” I retorted: “We’ll see about that. I am 
about to give you an ultimatum. This is Wednesday. 
I’ll give you until 10 o’clock on Monday morning to
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accede to my request.” “Oh,” he said, “you’ll have to 
give me longer than that. It takes a letter so long to 
reach Sydney; then this is a matter that must go before 
the Board of Directors and the Board meets only once 
a week (every Wednesday), so you must give me until 
say Thursday.” I said: “All right, let it be Thursday.”
Evidently the General Manager did not think it 
necessary to wait for the Board’s O.K., as he wrote a 
letter with his own hand (these were the days before 
typewriters), something to this effect: “Give that man 
whatever he wants.”
I never had any further trouble with bank man­
agers, although my overdraft has often been in the 
vicinity of £200,000.
I did not always remain with the same bank. At 
one time it was the Queensland National, another time 
the Bank of New South Wales, then the Commercial 
Banking Co. of Sydney, and now (1946) it is the Bank 
of Australasia.
No bank has ever had any security from me. I 
have never had a mortgage, debenture or lien of any 
kind on any of my properties.
The property bought from the Church of England 
had a frontage to Brunswick Street of 112 feet, with 
a depth of 125 feet, with a right of way running from 
Brunswick Street to a lane at the back. A few years 
later I bought a property in Duncan Street, then owned 
by Mr. Lloyd, and a few months later still the property 
adjoining, facing Ann Street. Now the property of T. 
C. Beirne (Pty.) Ltd., in Brunswick, Duncan and Ann 
Streets, all adjoining, measures: Brunswick Street 
frontage, 146 feet; Duncan Street frontage, 311 feet; 
Ann Street frontage, 62 feet.
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CHAPTER VIII
This chapter deals with a few little incidents which 
I think worth recording. The first two I always put 
under the title of “Arrogant Super-salesmen”: —
Over 60 years ago, when I was a member of the 
firm of Pigott & Beirne, Stanley Street, and in a very 
small way of business, I was passing through the dress 
department of Stewart & Hemmants in the course of 
buying a few wanted lines, when I was confronted by 
the manager of the department. In a superior, self­
confident and arrogant style, he asked: “Anything in 
this department to-day?” I said, “No,” and was walking 
on when he called out: “Any spunk or life in you at all? 
What about a line of dress goods, the whole square or 
room at 6d. a yard?” I hesitated a moment and then 
said: “Righto, I’ll take the lot.” He said in an incredu­
lous tone: “What would you be doing with the lot? 
You could not fit them into your place to begin with 
and, even if you could, you would not be able to pay 
for them.” I replied: “You need not worry about either 
of those problems. You offered them to me, I accepted 
your offer immediately, I now insist upon your deliver­
ing them.”
The goods were duly delivered and they helped in 
those early days to put Pigott & Beirne on the map. 
Although all were bought at the one price, there were 
about ten different qualities and we marked them in 
three different groups at 6d., 9d., and 1/- a yard.
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Then there was the time (years later) when I was 
on the ground floor of the Valley shop. I had my coat 
off and was going through some grey flannels with a 
view to indenting, when an exquisitely-dressed man 
came in, walked up to where I was, tapped me on the 
shoulder, and said: “Look here, old man, can you tell 
me if Mr. T. C. Beirne is in?” “I can.” “Well, is he?” 
“He is.” Where can I And him?” “What do you want 
with him?” “I want to see Mr. Beirne on private 
business; is not that good enough for you?” “Well, I 
thought I might do; there is not much Mr. T. C. Beirne 
can do that I cannot do equally as well.” “If you must 
know, I want to sell Mr. T. C. Beirne a motor car and I 
am damn well sure you don’t want to buy one.” “All 
right, come along with me.”
I took the fine, flash, super-salesman to my private 
office, offered him a chair, sat in the boss’s chair myself, 
and said: “What kind of a motor car have you for sale?”
“Oh, are you Mr. Beirne? I am sorry, I didn’t 
know.” “That’s all right,” I told him, and the inter­
view terminated.
When telephones were first introduced, the client 
had the option (for a little extra charge) of having a 
spare earpiece. We had all ours so fitted.
One day, while walking through the shoe depart­
ment, a telephone close to me rang. I answered, but 
received no reply. I hung up, but hovered about there. 
The ’phone rang again. I answered, but no reply. I still 
hovered. It rang a third time. Then, in answering, I 
changed my voice. “Oh, T. C. Beirne’s shoe depart­
ment? Can I speak to Mr. ‘So and So’?” “On business?” 
“Oh, yes, I got a pair of shoes there yesterday and the
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fitting is not quite what I asked for, but Mr. ‘So and So’ 
will know.” I called the man concerned to the ’phone, 
but held on to the spare earpiece. The lady at the other 
end of the line gushed: “Oh, Jimmy!” “Who’s speak­
ing?” “Oh Jimmy, you know well who is speaking.” 
“No I don’t.” “I say, Jimmy, is old T.C.’ hanging round 
there yet? I could hardly shake him off.”
J
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CHAPTER IX
The business continued to prosper. I was invited 
to take part in matters other than the affairs of 
T. C. Beirne & Company, and I did so.
About this time (1898) I took an active interest in 
the Brisbane Traders’ Association, the Chamber of 
Commerce and kindred bodies, and I even began to 
dabble in politics. These were the days before Federa­
tion. The Valley was a double electorate, represented 
jointly by McMaster and Watson, both well-known 
identities. John McMaster, in addition to being a 
Member of Parliament, was an aiderman of the city 
and Mayor many times over. The Labour Party was 
then in its infant stages and had only one representa­
tive (Mr. Thos. Glassey) in Parliament.
The Party decided to contest The Valley seat, and 
the candidates put forward were my old friend, Frank 
McDonnell, and W. G. Higgs. Their first meeting was 
held in the Foresters’ Hall, and it was a packed hall. 
I was invited by my old friend to be on the platform 
that evening. I consented, and at the end of the candi­
dates’ addresses was called upon to move a vote of 
confidence in them. At the time I was seated far back, 
but came forward to the very front and when I saw the 
sea of faces all looking at me I was so frightened that 
I would have given anything to have been able to run 
away and hide myself. However, I stood my ground
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and commenced to speak and I really thought I was 
speaking very well and to the point, when a young man 
about five rows down said to those around him: “Oh, 
boys, look at his legs!” I looked down, my legs did 
shake, and in consequence I soon brought my remarks 
to a close, and sat down.
McDoimell and Higgs were elected and the Labour 
Party has held the seat ever since.
In 1903 I felt rather unwell, became “nervy” and 
suffered a good deal of insomnia. Dr. W. S. Byrne was 
still my medical adviser and he recommended sea trips. 
I took a good many; to New Zealand and other places. 
After one severe attack the doctor told me to take 
passage on a Nippon Yuisen Kaisha steamer which was 
about to sail for Japan and to wire him from Towns­
ville and from Thursday Island and he would wire a 
reply advising me what to do. At Thursday Island I 
received his wire, “Go right on to Yokohama.” I did so. 
This was my first visit to Japan, but I re-visited that 
country many times, my last visit being in 1934. After 
returning from one of these journeys, in 1919, I was 
invited by the students of St. Leo’s University College 
to address them.
The lecture was fully reported in “The Age” news­
paper, and also in the “Catholic Advocate.” The lecture 
proper took me about 45 minutes to deliver, but the 
questions afterwards occupied nearly an hour.
The students seemed to enjoy hearing at first-hand 
of the strange manners and customs of the Japanese
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people. This was before the days of taxi-cabs, and the 
mode of travel to and from the warehouses, hotels and 
wharves was by rickshaw. The Japanese welcomed tour­
ists and were a gay, friendly and industrious people. 
Trade between the English-speaking countries and 
Japan was increasing each year. English, American 
and Australian merchants made frequent visits to Japan 
and competition was keen for the silks and cotton crepes 
manufactured there.
On my first visit to Japan I was required to take 
off my boots before entering a shop. You could always 
tell the number of customers inside a store by the 
number of shoes outside. On my later visit there was no 
necessity to do that. I remember my first contact with 
the big department store of Mitacoshi, at Tokio. I got 
into conversation with a shopwalker and learned from 
him that he had spent a year or two at Marshall Fields 
emporium, at Chicago, to study Western or European 
methods, but I am afraid his instructions were not 
always carried out carefully. The building was a very 
large seven-storied one. There were notice boards 
around the place indicating the way to the frock depart­
ment, the hats and other departments, and there was 
one to show you the way out. On it was “Entrance 
Outwards.” Another notice read; “To the Bargain 
Basement,” with a finger pointing upwards and I found 
that this was upstairs on the seventh floor. In this 
bargain basement I saw many hundreds of women 
shoppers. The goods were in heaps on the floor; there 
were no counters and no tables. When a customer had 
selected what she wanted she beckoned to a clerk to 
make out the bill. When checked and paid for the 
goods would be sent down to the door and she would
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get her parcel, together with the shoes she had left at 
the door on entering. Before leaving the bargain depart­
ment she would be searched to see that nothing was 
concealed in her obi or kimino.
All that is done away with now. The customers 
may walk freely through the stores and are allowed 
to keep their shoes on. Even 12 years ago, the great 
bulk of the Japanese wore National dress. Today most 
of them wear European-style dress; the men trousers, 
the women skirts. Hence the growing demand for wool 
in Japan, a demand that will continue and increase.
Here a few funny shop signs that I noted at random 
at Kobe:—
There was a tailor who recently added a new con­
venience to his business place, and this is how it was 
announced: “YAMAGUCHI, TAILOR, PLEASE COME 
IN, WELCOME, LADIES NOW HAVING FITS UP­
STAIRS.”
Another Kobe business man, who added a new 
department to his children’s frOck shop, announced it 
thus: “HARERINYA HAS ADDED TO HIS CHILDREN’S 
CLO’THES SHOP. LADIES’ FURS AND DIRTY KIDS 
NOW CLEANED.”
Outside a new cafe that hoped to do a big business 
I saw this notice: “GIRLS DESIRED, OPENED NEXT 
DAY.”
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CHAPTER X
I returned from my trip to Japan much benefited 
in health, but it was not long before I revisited the 
Old Country (in 1905), accompanied by my wife and 
five daughters.
We arrived in London early in March, but the cold 
was so intense that we had to go across to Brussels 
and then to Paris to get a little sunshine. After a 
month on the Continent we came back to London, a 
little sojourn there, and on to Dublin. We took a 
furnished house at Dalkey, and lived happily there 
for a few months.
Once again my daughter (Emily Hooper) brings to 
memory some details of this second family trip. She 
recounts:—
“This time we went via South Africa by the 
Aberdeen liner, ‘Marathon’. En route we had a couple 
of days at Durban, which we found to be a charming 
city. Our itinerary also included Cape Town, where we 
‘did’ all the sights. Our last port of call was a fascin­
ating one—Teneriife, in the Canary Islands—where 
we spent two very pleasant days sight-seeing. Among 
the Australian passengers were the Hentys, of Mel­
bourne, the Allens, of Sydney, and the A. J. Cottons 
and ourselves, of Brisbane. Each of the families had all 
their children with them, which made 20 in all. We 
had the greatest fun, certainly never a dull moment.
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One family who joined the ship in Durban developed 
ringworm and the precautions taken were drastic, as 
the family was forced to leave the ship at Cape Town 
and go into quarantine.
“Father excelled at deck games and was in nearly 
all the finals.
“I can remember my feeling of absolute desolation 
when we were landed on the dock at Tilbury.
“On this occasion we stayed at an hotel in London 
for a few weeks. Then we took a delightful cottage 
(Fort William) in Sandy Bay, Dublin. It was on the 
sea-wall and faced the bay. It was surrounded by a 
beautiful garden, and as it was summer this was a mass 
of bloom. At the back the fruit trees grew in profusion 
along a high brick wall.
“The three elder children (Emily, Cissie and Eileen) 
.went to school at Loreto Abbey, Dalkey. It was like 
an old castle on the point of the bay surrounded by 
acres of parklands sloping down to the Irish Sea.
“Shortly after our arrival in Dublin I went with 
father for a visit to his old home at Ballymacurley, 
Roscommon. To me the train journey was most amaz­
ing, as at every station the accent of the people 
changed. It sounded like a series of foreign 
languages. This delighted father, who said he could 
tell the county we were travelling through by the people 
at the railway stations. Before the train moved the 
guard usually called out “anyone there for here? ”
“Grandfather Beirne was waiting to meet us and 
though he was over 80 he was a strikingly tall, hand- 
some man, very straight, with vivid eyes and a high
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colour. He expressed surprise to see me looking ‘just 
like any other colleen’. The Beirne house was of stone 
with a thatched roof, set among a lovely country of 
hawthorn hedges and stone walls, many of them white 
washed. I thought the ditches, which were several feet 
deep, very quaint.
“Father took me to all the landmarks of his child­
hood, and I found it like something out of a book of a 
century ago. I went to a Fair in the main street, which 
seemed to be a kind of barter, as very little money 
changed hands. Later on, mother, father and myself 
did a tour of Killarney, Blarney Castle, Cork and Glen- 
gariff (surely one of the loveliest bays in the whole 
world). We also visited Glendalough—the ‘Valley of 
the Seven Churches’.
“While living in Dublin we met some charming 
people. We became great friends with a Miss O’Connor 
and her brother, who used to have interesting Bohemian 
parties. The brother visited us a good deal; he was 
the most amusing person, witty and brilliant. He after­
wards became Chief Justice of Ireland.
“One of the happiest memories of our stay at Kings­
town is of a Pierrot entertainment at the Pavilion. 
We patronised every change of programme. At that 
time the ‘Cakewalk’ was the great rage, and ‘Nigger 
Minstrels’ were very popular.
“While we were living in Dublin, father was at his 
buying office in London, but came across nearly every 
week-end to join us.”
I was very busy buying in London and holidaying 
in Ireland when one day I received a cable from
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Queensland asking me would I accept membership of 
the Legislative Council and, if so, when might I be 
expected back in Brisbane. I wired acceptance and 
promised to return by the first available steamer.
On my return I found many hundreds of letters 
and telegrams of congratulation and “welcome home” 
awaiting me. None pleased me more than those I 
received from:—The then newly-appointed Bishop of 
Rockhampton and present Archbishop of Brisbane, His 
Grace Archbishop Duhig, Frank McDonnell, my old 
friend of 1881 Ballina days, and the member for my 
district. Fortitude Valley, my old employer and first 
partner, M. D. Pigott, J. Leutenegger, Consul for 
Switzerland, and wholesale warehouseman.
Mr. Leutenegger was the man who, after the dis­
astrous fire of 1888, offered us (Pigott & Beirne) any­
thing we thought suitable from his warehouse, to re­
stock, with no limit to the amount, and terms of two 
years to pay if necessary. It was a grand offer, but we 
did not accept from anybody anything more than the 
ordinary terms of trade.
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CHAPTER XI
The 15th Parliament was in session when I was 
sworn in and took my seat on September 13, 1905. The 
Government oi Queensland at this time (formed in 
1903) was a breakaway from the Liberal Party and 
from the Labour Party and the two heads were Sir 
Arthur Morgan (Premier) and Mr. Wm. Kidston, leader 
of the Labour wing.
As far as I was concerned, as I have never belonged 
to any political party in my life, I was free to vote and 
to support or oppose any matter that came before the 
House as I thought fit. I believed that the Legislative 
Council was a non-party Chamber and that every 
member was in duty bound to vote on every measure 
as his conscience and judgment dictated.
My views got me into trouble on more than one 
occasion with the Hon. A. H. Barlow, representative of 
the Government in the Upper House. But I went 
serenely on, doing what I believed to be right, irrespec­
tive of what member I might offend.
In 1905, the time of which I write. Sir Alfred Cowley 
was Speaker. Sir Hugh Nelson was President of the 
Legislative Council until his death in January, 1906. 
Sir Arthur Morgan then became President and Mr. 
Kidston succeeded him as Premier.
Important Land Acts were being discussed and the 
sittings often went on far into the night.
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About this time also the Workers’ Compensation 
Act was passed.
In the 16th Parliament (May, 1907) Mr. H. A. C. 
Douglas, afterwards my son-in-law, became a member 
of the Legislative Assembly.
In the 17th Parliament, names like T. J. Ryan and 
E. G. Theodore first became prominent. We were to 
hear them again later in the years.
A new Governor (Sir William MacGregor) had 
succeeded Lord Chelmsford and for the first time 
“Fernberg” was used as a residence by a Queensland 
Gtovernor. This was brought about by the Old Govern­
ment House being taken over by the University, which 
had just then been established and endowed.
The 20th Parliament brought Labour to power and 
the 21st Parliament saw the abolition of the Legislative 
Council. I had been 16 years a member of the Council 
and the memory of that period is a happy one. I made 
many good Parliamentary friends there, including 
Bartley Fahey, Peter Murphy, Arthur Morgan, P. J. 
Leahy, T. J. O’Shea, Prank McDonnell. These and a 
host of others come to my mind—alas! they are nearly 
all dead now. Of the 46 men who were appointed to 
the Legislative Council from 1901 until 1917 there are 
only two still living in 1946—Mr. ex-Judge Tom 
O’Sullivan and myself.
In speaking of these Parliamentary days a strange 
coincidence comes to my mind. It is that the Frank 
McDonnell who sat with me in the Legislative Council,
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was the same Frank McDonnell who shared with me 
the beautiful summers and the bitter winters while we 
were “serving our time” with Gallagher Brothers, in 
Ireland 24 years before!
About the year 1892 I opened a branch of my busi­
ness at Ipswich. I think I was induced to do so by the 
man who applied for the job of manager. He was a 
resident of, and a native of the district, of good appear­
ance and a fluent talker. He told me that he had a big 
connection, but, as manager, he was not a success. He 
had some peculiar ideas, one of which was that, to be 
a good salesman, one must always sell to customers, not 
what they wanted, but what they did not want. He 
used to say that any silly fool could sell what the cus­
tomer wanted and deserved no credit for it, but “give 
me the man who can sell a person what he, or she, does 
not want. He is the man who deserves promotion and 
encouragement.”
For the first few months we did very well in 
Ipswich, but then business began to fade off, until one 
Saturday (then the longest shopping day in the week) 
the takings dropped to £16. It became an urgent ques­
tion whether we should close or appoint a new 
manager. I decided to send up from The Valley my 
right-hand man—my very best man—(Mr. Walter 
Bryan). If he failed, I intended to close the place. But 
he did not fail. Instead, he made a great success of 
the branch. He made a study of what people in the 
district wanted, took care to have it for them when 
they asked for it and completely ignored the art of 
super-salesmanship.
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My brother (Michael Beirne) was acting as 
traveller for us in North Queensland. Of all the places 
he visited, he liked Mackay best; so I opened a branch 
there at his suggestion, and made him manager and 
partner. Mackay was chosen because it was a thriving 
farming district; in fact at that time it was the largest 
sugar-growing district in Queensland, with a population 
of 6000 whites and 2000 Kanakas. Over the Nebo 
Range, a distance of about 65 miles inland, was grazing 
sheep and cattle country. The district’s rainfall was 
good, owing to its geographical situation in the tropics. 
The business made steady progress, and to-day, in a 
modern brick structure, the company caters for the 
wants of 45,000 people, the estimated population of the 
shopping district of Mackay.
Some years later the businesses at Mackay and 
Ipswich were merged into one limited liability company, 
with a capital of £87,500, my brother and myself own­
ing all the shares.
In January, 1918, Mackay experienced a very severe 
cyclone, which almost completely wrecked the town, 
killed 20 people, and caused damage estimated at 
£1,500,000. Our store suffered heavily. The building 
was two stories in front and one story at the back. The 
cyclone caught the front and blew it on to the single­
storey portion, thus exposing the whole contents of the 
shop to the fury of the wind and rain. The storm 
raged for three days and 55 inches of rain fell in 72 
hours. Our loss was about £30,000. My brother (M. J. 
Beirne) was in Sydney at the time on a buying expedi­
tion, and his assistant (our nephew. Jack Beirne) was 
away at the war. At the time of the cyclone, Mr. Kevin
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Carroll was in charge. Mr. Carroll is a brother of the 
present Queensland Commissioner of Police.
In my time I have been a director of a good many 
companies. The Brisbane Gas Company was the first 
important body of which I became a board member. 
I did not seek the position, had not even thought of it, 
until one day the Hon. James Cowlishaw, Chairman of 
the company’s Board of Directors, called at my office 
and told me there was a vacancy on the Board. He 
said he would like to see me fill that vacancy and, if I 
consented, he felt sure he could secure the appointment 
for me. I asked for a few days to consider his request. 
This he readily granted.
I liked Mr. Cowlishaw immensely, his dignified bear­
ing, his charming manner—and his old-fashioned full- 
whiskered beard. I consented to be a director, was duly 
appointed, elected and re-elected.
After 29 years’ service on the Board I resigned in 
1944.
The following is taken from the ‘‘Courier-Mail,” 
of date February 5, 1944: “Mr. T. C. Beirne, for 29 years 
a director of the Brisbane Gas Co., and for more than 
16 years deputy chairman, recently resigned those 
offices because of ill-health. Yesterday, at the annual 
meeting of the company, directors expressed their 
regret at his resignation, saying that his wide business 
experience had been of great value to the board. Mr. 
F. W. Ash, who was appointed to fill the vacancy, has 
been elected to the board.”
About the year 1912 or 1913, Mr. Badger, the man­
aging director of the Brisbane Tramways Company,
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called on me and asked me to join the board of his 
company. After a couple of days’ consideration I con­
sented, was duly appointed, and remained a director 
until the Government took over the concern. The 
members of the board, in addition to Mr. Badger and 
myself, were the Hon. A. J. Thynne, Mr. P. A. Blundell 
and Mr. Rudd, of Rockhampton.
The directorship that I prized most—the “blue 
ribbon” of them all—was that of the Australian Mutual 
Provident Society, popularly known as the A.M.P. A 
man’s share-holdings will not help him to get on this 
Board. There are no share-holders; all the assets and 
all the funds belong to the policy holders, and the funds 
to-day are worth considerably more than a hundred 
million pounds.
I was appointed a director in 1916. The other 
members of the Queensland branch board at that time 
were Sir Robert Philp (chairman). Sir Alfred Cowley 
(deputy chairman), the Hon. E. J. Stevens, and Sir 
Edward Macartney.
I remained with the A.M.P. for 20 years, during 
three of which I was deputy chairman, and seven years 
of which I was chairman of directors.
The most noteworthy events during my term of 
ofiflce was the conception, erection and opening of the 
new building—that noble structure that now stands at 
the corner of Queen and Edward Streets, Brisbane.
The opening ceremonies received great prominence 
in all the newspapers. The “Courier-Mail” devoted 
four full pages to the occasion. There appeared in the 
Press photographs of the building, the architect, the
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directors and the visitors, including Sir Samuel 
Hordern, the chairman of the Principal Board, and the 
general manager from the head office, Sydney (Mr. 
Hollingworth).
The Governor of Queensland (Sir Leslie Wilson) 
was also with us, and so was the Lord Mayor of Bris­
bane (Aiderman J. W. Greene).
As chairman of the local board I had to respond tc 
a toast proposed by the Lord Mayor.
Under the age limit for directors, I was due tc 
retire on June 1,1934, but the chairman of the principal 
board (Sir Samuel Hordem) prevailed on me to remain 
for a further two years.
(
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CHAPTER XII
Some people believe in Second Sight or Telepathy, 
others do not. I believe, and I know, that a good many 
things happen to us in this life that we cannot explain.
In a previous chapter I mentioned that I was a bad 
sleeper, and that a good many of the trips I made were 
taken on the advice of my doctor, who always recom­
mended a sea trip as the best cure for insomnia.
I will now relate two or three experiences out of 
many that occurred to me, that I cannot explain; —
Our summer clearing sale in the days I speak of 
were always held in January, and the opening day was 
always a Wednesday. On the evening of the second day 
of the sale I went to bed at my usual time (between 9 
and 10 o’clock). The night was muggy and hot. I was 
sleeping in a specially constructed net-proofed room 
on the first floor verandah, where I would catch the 
breeze from any quarter—if there happened to be one.
Downstairs we had a clock with an excellent chime 
that sounded every quarter of an hour. Soon after 
going to bed I heard it chime; then it struck ten. I had 
nothing else to do but turn from my left to my right 
side and listen to the chimes of that clock, until at 
2.45 a.m., in addition to the clock’s chimes, I heard the 
front door bell ring. My wife’s bedroom was only about 
eight feet away from me and at the other end of the 
verandah the maids’ room was situated. The bells were
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arranged to ring on the ground floor, just below the 
maids’ room. They would be the most likely to hear, 
and I was the next likely.
When I heard that front door bell ring I thought: 
surely it cannot be anyone wanting us at this unearthly 
hour? The bell rang again. Then I heard the maids’ 
door open and I got out quickly to stop the cook from 
opening the door to anyone at this hour without a 
preliminary enquiry. But I was too late; she had 
already opened the front door, though from half-way 
down the stairs, I called out to her: “Don’t open that 
door!” She then tried to close it against the visitor, 
but was pushed aside by a lady who boldly walked in 
This lady was aged about 50 and was tall and slight, 
with a white straw hat trimmed with a pink flower 
She had an umbrella in her hand, the handle adorned 
with a green parrot-like head. I said to the lady: “Who 
are you and what do you want at this hour of the 
night?” She walked into the hall very firmly and 
bravely, stamped on the floor with her right foot, and 
tapped the floor with her umbrella. Then, in answer 
to my questions, she raised her umbrella and made two 
or three passes in the air in front of me. Then I felt 
my heels going from under me and the next moment 
I was floating in the air and making straight for the 
open window at the head of the staircase and helpless 
to do anything but cry out, and this I did to the fullest 
extent. My roaring awoke my wife, who came into my 
verandah room to know what was the matter. She 
woke me up and I explained my vision—my experience
That was early on Friday morning (the third day 
of the sale). Friday was the busiest day of the week 
and the only day on which shops remained opened until
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9 p.m. At 8 o’clock that Friday evening I was on the 
ground floor of my store when I saw the lady of my 
vision walk in, dressed exactly as she had been in that 
vision—with the same white straw hat with the same 
pink flowers and the same umbrella with its green 
parrot head. She walked straight up to me, stamped 
her foot and her umbrella in the exact same manner, 
and said: ‘‘Mr. Beirne I presume?” I said: “Yes, that is 
my name.”
“Can I have a few minutes conversation with you 
in your private office?”
With my recollections of the vision I would not 
have taken the lady to my private offlce that night if 
she had offered me £500.
“Well,” I said, “my private office is three floors up 
and the lifts are very busy. Cannot we talk here? 
Although there are a great many people around you 
will notice they are all intent on their own business. 
Now, if you sit here and I sit down in the other chair, 
not one of those present will take the slightest notice 
of what we are saying. Tell me now what you want.”
“Well,” she said, “I notice your summer sale is on 
and I know from experience how genuine your sales 
are. I want to take advantage of it, but I am in a 
little difficulty. I want to buy £30 worth of goods. I 
have only £2 on me; can I pay this £2 as a deposit and 
you hold the goods until I pay the balance in two 
weeks’ time?”
I said: “Certainly, I will be only too pleased to do 
as you ask me. But, do you know,” said I, “that I was 
dreaming of you last night?”
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‘‘And I was dreaming of you,” she said. “What was 
the nature of your dream about me?” “I was wonder­
ing how I’d approach you.” I said: “You approached 
me all right.” I then told her of my dream.
“Well,” she said, “you must be very sensitive. You 
would make a good medium. I am clairvoyant and occa­
sionally go into a trance. My thoughts last night must 
have been somehow communicated to you.”
Some years ago, a shipping company in New Zea­
land ran tourist trips to the West Coast Sounds. I did 
this trip more than once. One year I also wanted to 
take the Wanganui River trip. The proper way to see 
the Wanganui River is to down it; but, as I had to 
do the Sounds trip first, my only chance of seeing the 
Wanganui River was to go up it, and this a number of 
us decided to do. I would not do it again. Down­
stream the whole trip can be accomplished in about 
half a day, but going up is different.
The first night, after the ship had spent a whole 
day struggling against the current and other obstacles, 
we got off and slept at an hotel and started off next 
morning early to battle against the stream until night­
fall. Then we camped for the night in a houseboat. 
It was a close muggy night. At 8 next morning the 
tourists—16 in all—were gathered on the deck when I 
related to them as clearly and as vividly as I could a 
vision I had had on the previous night in the house­
boat. I told them how we were stuck on a rock, 
how the captain and his assistant tried to get us 
off by wire, ropes, etc., how fire flashed from these rocks 
and how, as a last resource, the captain told us all to 
sit down in a single row along the side, the one behind
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to put his arms around the waist of the one immediately 
in front and then, at a given signal from the captain, 
Heave ho! we were to throw all our weight to the left.
I said to the assembled tourists; “This was not a 
dream, it was a vision, I saw it distinctly.”
Someone asked: “Will we get drowned?” I said; 
“No, but something will happen to us.”
Neither the captain nor his assistant was present 
when I was teeing my fellow tourists of my vision.
At 5 o’clock that evening the little steamer got 
stuck fast on a rock. After a time a crowbar and wire 
ropes were used in an effort to get us oft the rock and 
fire flashed from the rock. When the captain told us 
to get all one side, to arrange ourselves in the position 
that I had described in the early morning and, when he 
gave the command, “Heigh ho! and heave ho!” those 
present felt that I had seen something and that it was 
not all a dream.
The captain failed to get the little steamer off, so 
he despatched one or two carrier pigeons. Relief came 
to us two or three hours later and there were no 
casualties.
What is the explanation of these visions?
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CHAPTER XIII
I had often wished I could think of a good way t< 
get the members of my staff interested in the business 
to make them feel they were partners and, in doinf 
their best, feel that they were working for themselve, 
as well as for me.
After a year’s trading which showed excellen 
results, I called a meeting of the whole staff and toh 
them that I was satisfied with the nett result shown
I continued: “I want you to go on doing your bes 
and if you do I am quite certain you can beat evei 
last year. If you do that any extra amount you mak 
is yours.”
They did work well, with the result that we bea 
the profit of the previous year by £12,000. The questio: 
then arose: How could we distribute £12,000 equitabl 
and fairly amongst, roughly, 800 people? If we divide 
equally it would give about £15 to each. But surel 
the buyer or manager of a department is deservin 
of more than the packer, the carter, or the windo’ 
cleaner? I invited two or three of the office staff t 
help me to do the right and fair thing and the whol 
£12,000 was distributed according to promise and s 
fairly as our knowledge and ability could direct.
Nothing I have ever done has caused greater du 
satisfaction, and nothing done before or since produce
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so many resignations. Each man and each woman and 
each message boy believed that he, or she, alone was 
responsible for the extra business done and for the 
larger profit made, and did not see how anyone could 
think that the little bonus received constituted a fair 
division. So my first experiment in socialism, or 
benevolence, or co-partnership was a great flop, a 
distinct failure.
Some years later I addressed the staff again and 
offered them £1 shares in T. C. Beirne & Co. Ltd. on 
very favourable terms, namely, 2/6 down and 2/6 yearly 
until 12/6 was paid, then I would pay the extra 7/6 
and they would be issued fully paid £1 ordinary shares.
This was an excellent offer, a generous offer, 1 
thought, but the few employees who took advantage 
of it (not more than 40) was a disappointment. In 
making the offer I told them that in cases where they 
had to give up their jobs before the full 12/6 was paid 
I would take over their shares and refund them the 
amount they had paid up. Further, I promised that, 
if a person to whom fully-paid shares had been issued, 
felt that for any reason they wanted the money, I 
would buy the shares from them at the face value (£1), 
although they had only paid 12/6.
I could scarcely call this second experiment in co­
partnership a success either. As a matter of fact, not 
more than 12 of the original shareholders still held their 
shares in 1946.
T. C. Beirne & Co. Pty. Ltd. was registered as a 
limited liability company and took over the business of 
r. C. Beirne & Co. with a nominal capital of £1,000,000, 
)f which £561,107 was subscribed and paid up. With
68
tVarden of the University—1927’‘1940, 
the exception of a few applications from the staff, the 
whole of the capital was subscribed by myself and my 
family. We have no outside shareholders, with the 
exception of a few persons who were on the staff when 
shares were allotted to them, but, for one reason or 
another, are not now with us.
As a limited company, T. C. Beirne & Co. Pty. 
Ltd. may be classed as successful. There has been no 
year in which we have not made a profit. Indeed, even 
in the years which are generally called the depression 
years, we paid reasonable dividends.
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CHAPTER XIV
One evening, a young man named Sparkes called 
at my private house and told me the office of Warden 
of the Council of the University was vacant and that 
he and many of his friends and associates would be 
glad to see me fill the vacancy. It was an idea that 
up to that moment had never entered my head, but 
I told him I would consider his suggestion.
Next day I spoke to Mr. W. M. L’Estrange (the 
retiring Warden) and told him about my visitor and 
the nature of his request. Mr. L’Estrange became 
enthusiastic at once and mentioned the matter to the 
Vice-Chancellor (Dr. W. N. Robertson), who in his turn 
called on the Premier (Mr. Forgan Smith) with the 
request that I be appointed to the University Council 
and thus rendered eligible to stand as a candidate for 
the office of Warden.
The Premier complied with Dr. Robertson’s request. 
The date of the election was fixed for June 21, 1927, 
and at a crowded meeting I was unanimously elected. 
I was the third to fill the position. Sir Robert Philp 
being the first, and Mr. W. M. L’Estrange the second
In my work for the University I met some very 
fine men. The then Registrar (Mr. McCaffrey) guided 
me safely for the first year or two. When he died-— 
all too young—he was succeeded by the present Regis­
trar (Mr. Page-Hanify), a son of an old colleague of 
mine in the Legislative Council. But the man who gave
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me the most help was Professor Alcock, whose courtesy 
and kindness I can never forget.
In addition to the ordinary meetings of the Coun 
cil, we had many social functions, including dinners.
One such, I remember, was held at the Belle Vue 
Hotel and was very largely attended. We were 
honoured by the presence of the then Governor of 
Queensland (Sir John Goodwin), who proposed the toast 
of the University. As Warden, it fell to my lot to 
respond.
Looking over some old papers I find this is what 
I said:—
“Your Excellency, Mr. Chancellor, Ladies and 
Gentlemen:—
“It is my pleasing duty this evening as Warden of 
the University Council, to acknowledge on its behalf 
the toast of the University so appropriately submitted 
by Your Excellency.
“The University staff entered on its career 18 
years ago under most happy auspices; its development 
was retarded for some time owing to War conditions, 
but still it has made wonderful progress and its work 
and reputation to-day occupy a deservedly high place 
in the minds of the community.
“Its graduates now number more than 700 and 
they have been readily absorbed in the professions, the 
Public Service, in commerce, and in industry. The 
graduates are no doubt destined to play a big part in 
our future development in those directions, and in the 
solving of the problems with which we are confronted 
to-day.
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“The chairman of the recent delegation of busi­
ness men that visited this State emphasised Australia’s 
need for real men, and the University should play a 
prominent part in supplying such men to the com­
munity.
“Although I am Warden of the University of 
Queensland, I am not a University man.
“It is not that I do not believe in higher education, 
it is just that in my younger days I had not the oppor­
tunity.
“The people expect a lot from the University. 
University professors are supposed to tell us how to 
eradicate bunchy top in bananas (and in this they 
succeed admirably). It is their responsibility to tell 
us the effect of spending more than we earn and the 
hell that that is eventually going to lead us to. We 
expect them to tell us the cause of the unemployment, 
the danger of over-production, as well as under-pro­
duction, the effect on employment of the vagaries of 
fashion (and in this connection, I might say that in 
my opinion the vagaries of fashion play a bigger part 
in the cause of unemployment than the ordinary man 
in the street would suppose).
“Take for example, the motor industry—an indus­
try that has made marvellous strides during the last 
10 or 15 years. But see what it has done to the horse- 
breeding industry, to the buggy-makers, the harness­
makers, the blacksmiths, the saddlers and the farmers 
who depended on growing horse feed; also the havoc 
it has played with the railways. It i-s also partly
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responsible for the migration of men from the country 
to the towns.
“University professors are expected to be able to 
tell us what we are to do with the people who used 
to make hair pins, hat pins and petticoats. These things 
are not wanted any more, but what are we to do with 
the people who were engaged in making them?
“The University is expected to declare whether the 
theory of evolution is simply a theory, or a fact. In this 
connection, I might tell you the story of a little girl 
who had just finished reading her first book on evolu­
tion and was so impressed that she asked her mammy, 
who was sitting opposite her, sewing: ‘Mammy, is it a 
fact that you and Daddy are descended from a gorilla?’ 
‘I’m not’, says the mother sharply.
“So the University is expected to declare whether 
both parents are descended from gorillas, or only the 
father.
“University professors are expected to tell us 
whether we will strike oil in the Roma district and, if 
so, at what depth and in which claim.
“Indeed, I would not be surprised if somebody asked 
who will win the test cricket match.
“The people certainly expect a lot from the Uni­
versity and I sincerely hope they will not be dis­
appointed.”
To my mind the main aim and purpose of the Uni­
versity should be to infuse into and cultivate in the 
community at large those elements that will enable us
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all to live fuller and more useful lives, to raise the 
general standard of our citizenship, to eliminate the 
jaundice of prejudice from our minds, and to place 
knowledge, integrity, and a high sense of personal ser­
vice at the steering wheels of government, commerce, 
and industry. In this way we could develop a com­
munity enlightened in purpose, definite in principles, 
and just and tolerant in its aspirations. Such, I am 
sure, are the ideals that guide the Senate and the staff 
of the University in the responsible duties that have 
been entrusted to them.
In 1935 I was glad to have the opportunity of giv­
ing to the University a sum of £20,000 to enable it to 
establish a full School of Law.
After 13 years’ tenure of the office of Warden, I 
informed the Council that I thought the position should 
be filled by a younger man and that I would not be a 
candidate for re-election. I had greatly valued my 
association with the University and its work through 
the performance of the duties of Warden, but I was 
then in my 80th year and felt that I must begin to 
restrict the scope of my activities.
So it was with great regret that I sent this letter 
to the Registrar of the University on April 15, 1940:—
“It is almost 13 years since the University Council 
first did me the honour to elect me its Warden. I feel 
that I have now reached an age when I should not 
seek re-election, so that the office may be filled by a 
younger man. I am, therefore, formally notifying you
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that I cannot be a candidate at the Election of Warden 
which is to be held on Friday next.
“It is with great regret that I have come to this 
decision, for I have always greatly appreciated my 
association with the University and its work, through 
the performance of the duties of this distinguished 
office.
“Although I am now retiring from active associa­
tion with the University, it will always have my best 
wishes for its welfare and progress as the focus of the 
intellectual life of this State.”
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CHAPTER XV
In 1922, after the abolition of the Legislative 
Council in Queensland, of which I had been a member 
for 16 years, I was informed by the Under-Secretary 
of the Chief Secretary’s Department (Mr. P. J. McDer­
mott) that a despatch had been received through His 
Excellency the Governor, that His Majesty the King 
had been pleased to approve of my retaining the title 
of “ Honourable.”
Some time during the year 1927 I received a letter 
from His Grace Archbishop Duhig, telling me not to be 
surprised if His Holiness the Pope intimated that he 
desired to honour me by creating me a Knight of the 
Church. The Archbishop’s letter alarmed me, because 
I knew I was not good enough for any honour of that 
kind and I wrote immediately to His Grace to this effect. 
No notice was taken of my demurs, for, in 1929, I 
received from Cardinal Gaspani, the Secretary of State 
of His Holiness, Pope Pius XI, a letter informing me 
that, on the recommendation of the Archbishop of 
Brisbane, supported by the former Apostolic Delegate 
(Cardinal Ceretti), he had bestowed on me a Knight­
hood of the Order of Saint Gregory the Great, of the 
Civil Class.
A few months later I was invited to Wynberg (the 
residence of the Archbishop), where I was duly installed 
and proclaimed a Knight of St. Gregory.
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Two other well-known men received the honour of 
their Papal Knighthood at the same time, namely, Mr. 
Justice H. D. Macrossan, then Senior Puisne Judge and 
later Chief Justice of Queensland, and Mr. M. J. Ryan, 
well-known pastoralist and man of business.
Mr. Justice Macrossan was a brother of my son-in- 
law. His untimely death in 1940, at the early age of 59, 
was a great loss to Queensland. Mr. M. J. Ryan has 
also died, so I am the only one of the trio left who 
received the Papal Decoration in May, 1929, at the home 
of His Grace Archbishop Duhig.
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CHAPTER XVI.
Moving the adoption of the report and balance- 
sheet at the annual meeting of T. C. Beirne and Co. 
(Pty.) Ltd., held in September, 1946, I said:
“At our last annual meeting I told you that our 
sales had increased by £94,984 and congratulated you 
on that increase for the year. I expressed the hope 
that we would do equally well in the financial year we 
were then entering.
“We did equally well—we did more than that—our 
increase for the year just ended over that of the previ­
ous year was £354,845—quite a tidy little sum. We 
naturally thought that it was the spending by the 
soldiers (Americans and others) during the war that 
caused the continued increase in trade and that, as 
soon as the soldiers returned home, there would be a 
falling off in business, but, no, the trade is still increas­
ing and faster than ever. The only difficulty is the 
stock. Can we get sufficient supplies? Of some things 
we can get more than we need; of others not nearly 
enough.
“Some critics may say that our larger trade is due 
to higher prices, and not to increased sales of goods, 
but our parcel delivery and our coupon position show 
that we are selling much more goods now.
“For the year ending June 30, 1946, we served 
3,485,589 customers, an increase of 363,378 on the previ-
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OUS year. It may interest you to know that we collected 
from customers from June, 1942, to August, 1946, 
30,662,400 coupons. Those millions took some handling, 
and we have at the moment in a special safe, 1,731,714 
coupons, awaiting supplies of goods to come to hand.
“There is a good deal of talk and criticism in the 
papers lately of high prices and some members of Par­
liament even suggest that more inspectors should be 
put on to catch stores who (these critics allege) are 
overcharging. Well, we don’t overcharge here, and I 
don’t know of any department store in Brisbane that 
does attempt to charge more than the orthodox, or 
fixed, price.
“High prices are caused to a great extent by the 
action of the Federal Government in continuing to 
charge a sales tax on goods. This tax ranges from 7i 
to 25 per cent.
“Take, for instance, ice chests and refrigerators. 
You know how necessary these are for health and com­
fort, especially in a climate like Queensland. Why 
should the Government compel us to pay a tax of 12i 
per cent, on these? Why should a ‘kiddy’ be compelled 
to pay a 12i per cent, tax on her doll or toy? Regard­
ing what are called luxury lines: Why should a man be 
compelled to pay a 25 per cent, tax on a shaving mirror, 
which is a necessity, not a luxury?
“What about a girl’s compact, her powder puff, her 
lipstick? These are high enough already in price, with­
out the tax, but why should the Government charge 
another 25 per cent? These things also are necessities.
“While I am on the subject of taxes, I might men-
79
tion a few that we (the company) have to pay before 
showing any profit: Federal pay-roll tax (this is an 
iniquitous tax), Federal land tax, State land tax. State 
unemployment insurance, municipal rates.
“All these taxes must be paid by us whether we 
make a profit or not.
“Federal company income tax of 6/- in the £ is 
charged on any profit we make.
“Sales tax is charged on everything we buy or 
make, but this we do not reckon as an expense to us, as 
it is at once added to the cost of the goods.
“In addition to the taxes I mention, we are all 
taxed again on what we receive in salary, bonus, or 
dividends.
“Some of us find that of every £1 we get the 
Government takes 18/-. Many of you who recently got 
bonuses know how little is left to you after the tax is 
deducted.
“The greatest industry we have in Australia to-day 
is the taxation industry, and in my opinion it is a good 
bit overdone.
“As to the cause of high prices, let me give you an 
example from the piece goods department:—
“Most of our dress materials, our shirtings, our table 
linens, etc., come to us from overseas—from England 
chiefly. In addition to paying higher prices at the 
source of production than formerly, when the goods 
arrive in Australia, they are not only subject to duty 
and sales tax, but also to an exchange of 25 per cent.,
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because our currency is deliberately depreciated by the 
Government, implying by their action that our Austra­
lian pound is only worth 16/- of English money. Surely 
everyone knows that our pound to-day in Australia will 
buy more of the necessities of life than the English 
pound will in England.
“I give you two more examples—^beer and cigar­
ettes: Most of us indulge in a glass of beer occasion­
ally and nearly all of us smoke cigarettes. Of the money 
we pay for these two items you would be surprised to 
learn how much of it goes in taxes of one kind and 
another, and how little of it goes in actual beer and 
cigarettes.
“If prices are high, don’t blame the importers, the 
merchants, or the traders, blame the Government.
“Last year I told you of many changes and improve­
ments we were contemplating, such as the installation 
of escalators, or moving stairs. At that time I must 
have forgotten the existence of Government depart­
ments, who still control and watch over us.
‘‘Our proposals were turned down one after another 
on the ground that houses for the people are more 
important, and must have first consideration. With 
this I agree. Our improvements can wait. We are get­
ting two new lifts to replace the two old ones along 
the Hosiery wall, and we expect these to be ready for 
installation very shortly.
“Talking of controls: I received during the week 
from Sir Kenneth Lee, chairman of Tootals, Man-
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Chester, a copy of his speech at the annual meeting. 
I think his remarks on Control are worth quoting:—
“ ‘Controls still exist, but I have hopes that it won’t 
be long before they will be relaxed, as I expect and look 
forward to the time when trade will be healthy once 
more and, by healthy, I mean the return of a buyer’s 
market. The sooner this happens, the better; competi­
tion, enterprise, energy, imagination, and all that goes 
in building and increasing trade, cannot thrive under 
present conditions. Our home and overseas customers 
should be free to choose what they want, and get it 
when they want it, instead of having to accept what 
they are sent. Indeed, price fixing and quota fixing 
activities for industry by the Government in peace 
time are the major enemy of efficiency. They penalise 
the efficient and protect the inefficient.’
“Those remarks were made about conditions exist­
ing in England under the control and quota system, 
but they would accurately describe the conditions 
existing here too.
“For instance we have been two months waiting 
for the Prices Department to give us a selling price 
for mosquito nets. We have the goods in stock and 
the people are clamouring for them, but we dare not 
sell until the Government decides on a price. All the 
drapers in Brisbane are in the same dilemma.
“Almost weekly we get a cable from our London 
buyers offering us a quantity of a scarce line. We cable 
at once accepting the offer, subject to a Government 
permit. We apply to the Department of Import Pro­
curement for such a permit, but the delays are so great
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that by the time we get the permit the scarce line is 
sold to someone else. Again, after weeks of delay, we 
are frequently refused a permit, although at the same 
time permits are granted to Sydney and Melbourne 
houses for similar goods.
“During the year we placed another £5000 to the 
T. C. Beirne’s Staff Superannuation Fund, which stands 
now at £30,000, well invested.
“I would like to record my appreciation of and my 
warmest thanks to the staff. They have been, on the 
whole, enthusiastic, energetic and loyal, and I am 
grateful to them for the good work they have done."
• • ®
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CHAPTER XVII.
Although my wife has not been mentioned very 
much in this record, no record of my life can be com­
plete without her. She was an outstanding character, 
full of personality, and one of those rare women who are 
born home-makers. She was very good-looking, 
with blue eyes and fair skin which she retained to the 
end.
When I first spoke of buying our home “Glen- 
gariff” in the year 1899, we drove out to inspect it in the 
family waggonette. The house was a large two-storied 
building standing in five acres of land, the lower por­
tion of which was under water. It was the home of 
water birds, such as the Ibis, and the call of the curlews 
and the croaking of the frogs made it a very eerie place. 
The house itself had a look of utter neglect about it, 
and the garden was completely overgrown with giant 
Bamboos, making it almost impossible to see the house 
from the road. Under the Bamboos the previous owner 
had left a collection of statues; these had proved irre­
sistible to the boys of the neighbourhood as targets, 
and most of them were bereft of their heads, arms or 
other limbs. Mother, having viewed the house from 
every angle, turned to me and said, ‘‘What a beauti­
ful home it will make!”
Nothing daunted, we settled in. We had a very good 
permanent gardener, and mother immediately had the 
Bamboos cleared away from the house, but left a lovely 
line of Bunya Pines along the west side, which are there
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to-day. A large portion of the land we had ploughed, 
and grew crops of pineapples, and rosellas, and lucerne 
for the cows. We had two cows and made our own 
butter, and always had clotted cream with dessert. 
These were very busy years.
One of the occasional pleasures of my wife and 
children in those days was an all-day picnic of two or 
three families to Nudgee waterhole. They started early 
in the morning with food, billies, grid-irons, and skip­
ping ropes. This was always an adventurous day, 
gathering wood, building a great fire, and exploring 
the then almost forest country.
Another yearly pleasure that the children looked 
forward to for months was the J. C. Williamson’s Panto­
mime. It was our custom to take them to the first 
matinee of the season and afterwards to a cafe for 
late afternoon tea. After eating more than was good 
for them of chocolate eclairs, cream horns, strawberries, 
and cream, they usually spent a troubled night. How­
ever, they all vowed it was well worth it.
As the children grew older Sunday afternoon was 
more or less open house to our friends. For many years 
I was very keen on Sunday tennis. P. J. Leahy was 
one of my keenest opponents. Mr. and Mrs. Lou Bond 
also played. My wife did not play tennis, but she was 
a very keen croquet player. She belonged to the 
Croquet Club which played in the grounds of the 
Queensland Turf Club at Ascot. Somehow or other I 
became interested in croquet and also joined the club. 
I became so keen that I had a full-sized croquet 
court built in the garden, and many matches were 
played there during the week-ends. I only gave up 
croquet about eight years ago.
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Both my wife and I believed very strongly in the 
family playing games, and when they were home from 
school they used to take it in turns to play dominoes 
with me after dinner at night.
The children were all taught Bridge as soon as they 
left school. My wife and I were both very keen on a 
game of Bridge and two of the girls always made a 
four after dinner. So that the bidding was not reckless 
we always played for a penny a hundred, as I 
thoroughly disapproved of playing for high stakes, but 
felt some penalty was needed for overbidding.
My wife was a wonderful needlewoman. All her life 
she did the most exquisite plain sewing and taught our 
daughters all to make underclothing and, later on, baby 
clothing. One of her greatest pleasures when travel­
ling in England and in Europe was to visit the Art 
Galleries and Museums to study the needlework of past 
generations. In middle-age she took up tapestry and 
made endless pieces for chair backs and seats, and 
screens. I think she covered enough chairs for each 
daughter and grand-daughter to be given one.
On her travels she also collected beautiful lace. 
Some beautiful veils and shawls of Brussels and Spanish 
lace are still retained by the family, and add grace and 
charm to weddings and christenings.
My wife lies buried in the Nudgee Cemetery only a 
mile or two from her home, ‘‘Glengariff,” which she 
loved so well, and only a few hundred yards from the 
Nudgee ‘'Waterhole” where, as a young wife and mother, 
she took the children all to play.
May she Rest in Peace.
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Since the death of my wife in 1940 I have lived 
alone at “Glengarifl,” Hendra. My five daughters are 
married with children and some with grandchildren of 
their own. Having no sons, the Great War of 1914-1918 
did not bring personal sorrow to our home, but World 
War II caused the death of two of my grandsons—Henry 
Beirne Douglas, of the R.A.A.F., who was accidentally 
killed in Canada in an aircraft accident in 1941, aged 
just 20 years, and Thomas Charles Hooper, R.A.A.F., 
Eight Squadron, whose ’plane was shot down by the 
Japanese over Rabaul in November, 1943, aged 21 years.
My nephew, Vincent Beirne, lies buried in the 
North African desert, where he fell during the battle 
of El Alamein in 1942.
All these losses were hard to bear, coming so quickly 
one after another.
A son-in-law. Dr. Ellis Murphy, was more fortunate, 
having gone through the Libyan campaign and the 
Siege of Tobruk and returning with his Unit to 
Australia.
Some of my grandsons were also fortunate. John 
Hooper, who went away with the R.A.A.F. in March, 
1941, with Twenty-one Squadron, lived through the 
fighting in Malaya and Java, and with the fall of 
Java returned to Australia to carry on in Darwin 
and New Guinea. Two other grandsons in the A.I.F., 
Mark Heimessy and John Macrossan, returned from the 
Islands—one after service in New Guinea and Borneo, 
the other from Bougainville and New Britain. Another 
grandson, Alec Douglas, served with the A.I.F. in Aus­
tralia. Other grandchildren of mine have travelled far
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from the land of their birth. One grand-daughter (Mrs. 
Alan Bryan) lives in London, and another (Mrs. Michael 
Garrett) is making her home in Manila. With these 
migrations the periodical reunion of all our living 
descendants at “Glengariff” has become more and more 
difficult.
• • •
Some years ago, in 1933, an enterprising reporter 
in Brisbane set out to inquire if age was an asset in 
business. He went to James Allan, of Allan & Stark, 
who was then 77 years. Later he came to me, 
who at that time was 73 years of age.
Mr. Allan quoted Ralph Waldo Emerson: “The 
history of all great achievements is like a long drawn- 
out shadow of an individual.” The whole question 
depended on the individual, he said. Age might be 
regarded as a relative term. Many men, perhaps the 
average man, found the powers failing as what was 
called old age came on, and gradually passed out. 
There were many and notable exceptions.
Some said this was the day of the young man. 
Youth was certainly having its day, and was entitled 
to encouragement and opportunity, but it was not a 
matter for an arbitrary distinction. There was a place 
for each, according to the conditions of any given case. 
Youth had zest and efiiciency; age contributed judg­
ment and experience.
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I told the reporter that I had often been asked: 
“Why don’t you drop out and give the young men a 
chance?” My reply was, “What would I do then? My 
life’s interest is in my business, and in that of public 
companies of which I am the chairman or a director. 
As long as a man retains his faculties he is not too old 
for business, but, of course, he must change with the 
times; he must not be conservative, but adapt himself 
to changing conditions.
“I can do more work now than many years ago— 
I can dance all night, and be fresh and fit for work 
next day. If I gave up my business life there would 
be nothing for me to do but to die. I have no desire 
to do that. I can still enjoy myself as much as when 
I was a young man.” Now, at 87,1 am still going strong.
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